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ABSTRACT
Cedar Middle School’s Response to Intervention Journey: A Systematic,
Multi-Tier, Problem-Solving Approach to Program Implementation
by
Shannon Kay Dulaney, Doctor of Education
Utah State University, 2010
Major Professor: Dr. Barry Franklin
Department: Emma Eccles Jones School of Teacher Education and Leadership
The purpose of the present study was to record Cedar Middle School’s (CMS)
response to intervention implementation journey. It is a qualitative case study that
examines one school’s efforts to bring school improvements under the response to
inventory (RtI) umbrella in order to achieve a more systematic approach to providing
high-quality educational services to every student enrolled at CMS. Participants included
the 10 members of the school’s Student Success Team along with the principal and
assistant principal. The recorded journey included: (a) a description of the RtI consensus
and infrastructure-building processes, (b) an exploration of the SST perceptions of
school-wide intervention efforts both past and present, (c) a review of the school’s
accomplishments and the barriers to implementation encountered, and (d) the
implications for further school improvement efforts and research. Participants submitted
to interviews, observations, and focus group meetings. Although the purpose of the study
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was not to measure program effectiveness, preliminary data are included that report the
school’s efforts toward systems change was helpful for students and is having a positive
effect on student performance in reading comprehension. Participants were also able to
share anecdotal evidence of increased student motivation and other behavioral changes
that were natural consequences of their efforts. This evidence is reported in the narrative
found in Chapters IV and V. Conclusions were based on participant input, recorded
measures, and analyses conducted as part of the present study. Cautions were also
discussed, including the limitations and delimitations of the present study. Finally,
implications of the present study were provided for RtI and the field of schoolwide
systematic interventions and support.
(254 pages)
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CHAPTER I
INTRODUCTION
With the reauthorization of IDEA (Individuals with Disabilities Education Act,
2004), and the passing of NCLB (No Child Left Behind Act, 2001), educators have been
encouraged to initiate and infuse a response to intervention (RtI) process systematically
in public schools to help struggling students make substantial progress toward meeting
grade level standards. RtI is defined as:
The practice of providing high-quality instruction and interventions matched to
student need, monitoring progress frequently to make decisions about changes in
instruction or goals and applying child response data to important educational
decisions. (National Association of State Directors of Special Education
[NASDSE], 2005, p. 16)
Thus far, many educators have seen this as a special education issue because of the
context in which its ideas were proffered. Current research has found that “…state and
local education agencies are being guided to foster effective leadership in RtI design and
implement its precepts across general, remedial and special education programs”
(NASDSE, 2005, p. 3). This design can be found readily in many elementary school
settings across the nation. They have adopted the three tier literacy model advocated by
professionals and researchers in the field of literacy education and are experiencing some
success, especially as it pertains to referring students for special education testing and
services. Students, who prior to this initiative would have been referred for testing, are
now receiving degrees of intervention that allow them to “catch up” to their peers or
show significant progress, indicating that instead of a disability, they quite possibly have
not had consistency of effective instruction; developmental delays may be involved, or
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any number of variables other than a disability have affected their progress in school.
Secondary schools in the state of Utah have not been a part of this movement at
any significant level thus far, and each district and individual school has been left to their
own means to figure out how the RtI model can best be implemented. Discussions of RtI
were just beginning to occur when I became the Special Education Director for the Iron
County School District. New to special education, in general, and having taught in the
secondary setting and general education classroom, but with at-risk populations for eight
years, I was intrigued by the concept of intervening early to help all students. Many of the
young men who I had been teaching had, for varied reasons, fallen through the proverbial
“cracks.” There was no significant data, in most cases, reporting how teachers and
administrators had intervened. I was always hopeful that alternative strategies had been
tried, but it would have been helpful to have access to recorded data describing what had
been done and any progress that was made. RtI puts a system in place to assess, monitor
progress and then make adjustments to curriculum and instruction based on the recorded
data. It made sense to me that schools would benefit from exploring and implementing
such a model systematically in an effort to help all students. This curiosity, coupled with
the increasing pressures of meeting the mandates of NCLB and adequate yearly progress
(AYP) at the district and school level, was enough to strengthen my resolve that
systematic RtI implementation would be a worthwhile focus for a qualitative case study.
The purpose of this introduction is to provide an overview of the background and
nature of the Cedar Middle School (CMS) RtI process. In a sense, the administration,
staff and students have become pioneers in the systematic implementation of RtI at the
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secondary level in Utah. They have chosen RtI as a method of reform in an effort to help
all students within their sphere of influence experience a measure of success that may
have previously eluded them. It is this recorded effort that provided the structure for this
qualitative case study.
Much of what Brown and Moffett (1999) wrote in their book, The Hero’s
Journey, applied to CMS’s movement toward the systematic implementation of RtI. “The
hero’s journey is present in all educational settings when the power of shared inquiry and
commitment overcomes despair and leads to possibility and hopefulness” (p. 13).
Collectively, the CMS staff knew they had students who struggled in their classrooms
every year. Individual efforts to intervene were taking place, but significant and
sustainable progress eluded many of these students. Based on grades, attendance reports
and recidivism in the behavior skills program, the CMS staff knew these students
continued to struggle despite these efforts. Collaboration between teachers to determine
student strengths and areas of concern was happening sporadically. Many times, teachers
were operating in isolation to combat a collective problem. School staff and
administrators “felt” like their efforts were, at times, successful and beneficial, but there
was no data or proof to back up those feelings. There was significant concern expressed
by teachers, as students did not do as well as was expected once interventions were in
place. This unexpected outcome was all at once discouraging and motivating for the CMS
staff. They began to collectively speak the language of RtI. A process for immediate and
systematic response began to take shape in an effort to identify struggling students, put
interventions in place and then monitor their progress. As they collected the data
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provided by this process, the administration and staff could see real evidence that what
they were doing was increasing student motivation and academic achievement.
To put into place a process that is relatively new and untried, you need some idea
of the “…terrain that lies between you and your destination and a plan for crossing it.
Like any traveler, you will want an accurate map, the best information you can get from
those who have made the trip before you, and a reliable guidebook if one is to be had”
(Brown & Moffett, 1999, p. 38). State agencies have worked to share the theories behind
RtI, but as far as giving specific instructions or a course to follow, the ideas have been
slow in coming. Without specific direction, the CMS staff needed to research the
concepts behind RtI, visit with those in the district and state who had implemented its
precepts in various settings, and then develop a process that would work for them and
their students. There have been unforeseen obstacles to face, which have appeared in the
form of challenges unique to the secondary school setting and a population of students
who require different interventions based on their school and life experiences. This is
what has made movement toward change a more arduous and slow process.
Some of the challenges that CMS experienced during RtI implementation were as
follows.
1. Class scheduling issues—when will students be taken out of class for tier
three instruction, and which classes can they miss with the least amount of disruption
academically?
2. Multiple teachers—collaboration and communication to decide on essential
components of RtI infrastructure building and implementation. With varying schedules
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when would the student success team (SST) and grade level teams meet?
3. Multiple subjects—Would the core principles of RtI transfer to other subjects
besides literacy? Can teachers come to a consensus as to when tier three students could
meet, and the amount of time needed to be out of regularly scheduled classes?
4. Consensus building among a more diverse staff—There would be a need to
address issues of territorialism and feelings of subject importance within the scheme of
RtI. In addition, the CMS staff will need to give time for assessment that normally would
have been spent in teaching. They will need to find a balance between teaching and
assessing.
5. Integration of consistent positive behavior supports school-wide so that
program integrity can be achieved and it can be integrated into the new systematic RtI
process; and
6. Full integration of a study skills program to fit the needs of struggling
students—The staff will need to develop a consistent referral form and process for this
existing program that would allow it to also integrate seamlessly into the new system of
services.
Keeping these challenges in mind, and finding a way to meet them systematically
has been at the center of the school’s efforts toward change and the implementation of
RtI. What has become clear to the CMS administrators and SST is that their efforts
should not only be toward academic improvement for all students, but they should
include supports for behavioral improvement as well.
In RtI, the continuum of services includes universal interventions at Tier I,
sometimes referred to as “primary prevention,” which are in place for students to

6
support positive academic and behavioral, and mental health outcomes. Work in
the positive behavior support field emphasizes strategies such as teaching all
students school wide rules and expectations, and implementing procedures and
disciplinary policies that create a positive, respectful school environment.
(Martinez, Nellis, & Prendergast, 2006, p. 3)
It is this premise that served as the initial focus for this study, during the recorded
journey. How would the process of RtI, which has predominantly been used at the
elementary school level, translate to the secondary school setting for implementation of
academic and behavioral interventions? This is the central question of this qualitative
case study. The following are subquestions that logically took shape as the study
progressed:
1. Why did CMS choose to employ the RtI model?
2. What were the existing perceptions of RtI amongst the study’s stakeholders?
3. What practices and strategies did they implement on a school-wide basis to
help students succeed academically and behaviorally?
4. What were the obstacles to implementation?
5. What are the implications for implementation?
As stated previously, responding with interventions in a systemic fashion is a fairly new
and unexplored field at the secondary level. Therefore, the primary purpose of this study
has been to look at the journey toward implementation that CMS chose to take, match
their efforts to the current research, and then provide some insight as to the implications
for change not only for this school, but also for any who choose this same path.
This qualitative study has been conducted using the varying perspectives of each
participant involved. Every effort has been made to examine and record CMS’s
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intervention practices before RtI, and then identify what program and process changes
took place. From this information, resulting challenges and successes were identified.
Consideration was given to collected and recorded data in regards to the tiered
interventions identified by grade level teams and monitored and evaluated by the school’s
SST. In addition, the staff looked at their current study and behavior skills programs to
evaluate their viability within the new RtI structure. They wanted to discover, in part,
whether each has a direct effect on the other as it pertains to student success. Before the
study, significant and valuable insight into this phenomenon had been gained from the
actual participants. The evaluation of this insight was important for the study, but even
more important for the CMS community. It gave credence to their work and provided
motivation to keep moving forward with their systematic response to intervention efforts.
Progress monitoring results from the intermittent literacy testing completed on
every student in the school have been considered. This data allowed the CMS staff to take
a collective look back at previous practice and what led them to begin the RtI journey. It
also served as the catalyst for program change and provided direction for the future. It
was this need and desire for direction and a plan for where they wanted to take their staff
and students in this effort of school improvement that motivated CMS’s administration
and leadership teams to consider RtI as the vehicle they would use for the journey.
In order to record this process as accurately and comprehensively as possible,
participant interviews and meeting and process observations were completed. In addition,
essential documents were analyzed for content and purpose within the study. Of these
three methods, the participant interviews and process observations proved to be the most
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valuable and were the basis for most of the time spent in data collection. It was during the
meeting and process observations that the study began to take shape and the premise for
it was solidified. “Observation is a research tool when it “(1) serves a formulated research
purpose, (2) is planned deliberately, (3) is recorded systematically, and (4) is subjected to
checks and controls on validity and reliability” (Merriam, 1998, pp. 94-95). As
administrators, teachers and staff met to determine the direction for RtI implementation,
it became evident that the lessons learned and the ideas shared would serve as the
foundation for the process. This is where consensus was established and possible
obstacles and end results were identified.
Before any school improvement effort is undertaken, a school must decide what it
stands for and what it hopes to achieve… this theory of purpose becomes the
yardstick by which schools measure how well the policies they adopt contribute to
and support their most important goals. Schools can then design appropriate
courses of action that work toward supporting their goals. (Mellard & Johnson,
2008, p. 13)
Consensus for RtI was established during the summer of 2007 when the school’s SST and
the assistant principal, attended an RtI workshop held in Park City. In the fall of 2007, the
RtI vision was taken to the collective CMS staff. Carefully and artfully, the seeds of
consensus were planted. Helpful to this process, was that a culture of shared inquiry had
been established when this school was first organized in 2005. Even before the
administration and staff knew about RtI. Consensus building had become a part of this
school’s philosophy.
From this shared vision, CMS administrators and their SST developed an action
plan to establish an order for RtI implementation, and consensus was the first critical step
in articulating a process for change. Once this vision was established, timelines were
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developed for associated activities to achieve results. This made the observation process
orderly and systematic. Recording what was said, discussed and observed at each meeting
where key discussions about vision, process and data took place, proved invaluable.
Not only was this effort key to understanding the CMS journey, it also proved to
be the most difficult. Critics of this data-gathering technique are quick to note how
subjective and, at times, unreliable the nature of human perception can be. It was
important to remember that researcher bias would need to be kept in check during every
observation. Having a specific purpose during each session and correlating that purpose
to what was said and done during meetings and discussions helped to accomplish this.
Second only to the observations in difficulty with data collection in this study
were the participant interviews. In order to, again, keep personal biases under control, it
was important to follow an outline and keep the process formal. Whereas the
observations were done on CMS staff terms, it was essential for the interviews to take
place in a specific place and follow a specific, researcher-developed format.
Depending on the job description and participant tasks relative to the CMS RtI
process, it was necessary to tailor some of the questions for each participant and group.
Having an outline of questions prepared beforehand was critical. In addition, a concerted
effort was made to not allow interviews to evolve into a conversation or “give and take,”
related to the participant’s perception or views and researcher responses. At times, this
became critical and a little uncomfortable, as a few of the interviewees wanted to ask
questions during the process.
Finally, once the observations were completed, the interviews conducted and the
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field notes, journal entries and archival evidence gathered, it was time to code the
information. From this coding process, reoccurring themes surfaced. These will be
identified in Chapter III and discussed more specifically in Chapters IV and V. The
discovery of these themes gave structure and form to the study and these chapters.
Considering the chronology of events that took place, it was critical to “…analyze the
multiple sources of data to determine evidence for each step or phase in the evolution of
the case” (Cresswell, 1998, p. 13). From the initial exposure to RtI and the philosophy
and premises behind the process, to building a preliminary plan and consensus that
ultimately led to RtI implementation, this was a well-orchestrated journey.
Moving to a discussion of researcher assumptions, limitations and delimitations, it
becomes clear that a correct or realistic view of this phenomenon is essential to the
credibility of the study. The underlying assumption in this process was that CMS was
ready to begin implementing response to intervention using a systematic, multi-tier,
problem-solving approach; that they had a clear vision for what needed to be done and
would be able to develop a plan that was palpable, doable and effective. In watching this
process play out and recording the journey, it became evident that this team knew what
they were doing, and they were confident in this knowledge. The administrators and SST
had done their homework. They were prepared. There were moments of questioning and
frustration that ultimately strengthened their resolve in moving forward. The CMS staff
were implementing a process and collecting data along the way that could be used and
have far reaching effects on all secondary programs and school improvement efforts in
the district.

11
With this realization, it is important to also note that this study does have its
limitations and delimitations. When one thinks about the far-reaching effects of the
processes and data presented to others who may be interested in the RtI process, it is
daunting to know that, depending on the comprehensive nature and the details of the
study, others may or may not be able to replicate it in their particular settings. Like CMS,
those who consider the systematic implementation of interventions that the RtI model
outlines, will need to consider the research, develop a plan for improvement, and then
work with their staff to create a system that will foster a climate of support to help all
students.
Demographically, the CMS staff and students will be different, to varying
degrees, than those in other communities. This is a presentation of a recorded journey,
and journeys are traveled successfully based on the combined efforts of their participants.
A map that charts the path and direction is helpful, and a vision for what needs to be
achieved is critical, but the “how” part of the process must be personal and dynamic. It is
unlikely that the results will be the same as what has been recorded in another place and
time and with another group of people. Those who wish to apply RtI in their own settings
will need to follow the essential elements of consensus building, systematic school wide
assessment, progress monitoring etc. The nuances of RtI will need to be molded to fit
their particular settings.
Today’s economic climate has also made certain aspects of RtI challenging and
proved to be a delimitation of this study. This challenge will present itself differently
depending, again, on the time and place of implementation. With the reauthorization of
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IDEA and the upcoming reauthorization of NCLB, districts are, and will be encouraged
to use up to 15% of their federal special education funding for RtI implementation. Title I
funding for the economically disadvantaged and Title III funding for the English
Language Learner population can also be figured into the funding formula. Each state and
district will need to determine how this can happen by blurring the lines that currently
exist in funding practices, program planning and service delivery.
Conversely, the methods of this qualitative case study will remain a constant as
others seek to use the recorded journey as a starting place for implementation or further
study. The most glaring limitation to this study is the opportunity for researcher bias and
subjectivity of the researcher and participants to be scrutinized as the findings are
presented. As noted previously, there was an awareness of this limitation, even before the
study parameters were identified. Knowing that these were considered throughout the
development and realization of the project has helped to keep the study depiction and
data presented as accurate an accounting as possible.
Arguably, the most important part of this initial chapter is an explanation of the
significance of CMS’s RtI journey. As mentioned in the opening paragraph, to this point,
there has not been a substantial amount of instruction on how to implement response to
intervention at the secondary level. Although elementary schools have been using its
precepts as a part of the three-tier literacy model, the secondary school structure is
different. Scheduling, class size, multiple teachers, multiple subjects and a more diverse
staff, to name a few, complicate the process. This school’s efforts and the results of their
labors will prove both enlightening and instructional to others who choose to follow the
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model. The RtI framework, and specifically its systematic approach to monitoring the
progress of all students, provides a comprehensive approach to helping every student: not
just those that struggle, but also those who may need enrichment and anything in
between.
[The] intended goal of NCLB is to ensure high achievement for all students and to
align curriculum, instruction, and assessment through its emphasis on
scientifically based research and accountability. RtI has clear parallels to these
goals with its own goals for high student achievement and the alignment of
instruction, interventions, and assessment to promote student learning. (Mellard &
Johnson, 2008, p. 17)
This study provides a practical look at how one school is making this ideal a reality. If the
goal or vision for today’s schools is to improve student performance in order to first,
make a difference in a student’s educational experience and then, as a natural outcome of
this effort, help schools meet the requirements of NCLB and the IDEA, then CMS’s
efforts and this recorded journey can serve as a model to follow.
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CHAPTER II
LITERATURE REVIEW
Most of the literature written on RtI, thus far, has revolved around the premise
that its model and approaches can be valuable tools in determining whether or not a
student has a specific learning disability. With the reauthorization of IDEA (2004), this
notion has been promoted and, in some cases, its precepts have replaced the IQ
discrepancy model in identifying disabilities. This replacement practice is more the
exception, and most state and local education agencies are using a combination of the old
and new. Utah is one such state. It is the notion of RtI as a process for transforming how
we educate students—all students, that served as the central idea for this study of CMS’s
RtI journey and their systematic school-wide approach to implement RtI in the secondary
school setting by embedding positive behavior supports in a multi-tier model.
The concept of responding to the individual needs of students by intervening in a
timely manner has been around since the 1970s, but doing so systematically has only
recently come to the forefront in the education community with the passing of the NCLB
Act (2002). State and local education agencies are now encouraged to take a look at
current systems of monitoring student progress through assessment and then adjusting
student services to meet individual needs. If these agencies are not able to show sufficient
progress, then sanctions are placed upon them until changes can be shown. Nationwide,
elementary schools have used the three-tier literacy model as a basis for systematically
intervening and are experiencing significant success. As noted in Chapter I, secondary
schools have not been a part of these changes in student support services and therefore

15
the research is thin at this level. This lack of example and supportive research has led to
“…widespread confusion as to what RtI is and whether schools should be required to use
it” (Fuchs & Fuchs, 2007, p. 14). Questions range from how do we use it to those that are
concerned with the far-reaching effects and ramifications for state and local education
agencies. One such concern is that of determining whether or not it is a feasible process
for older students and all subjects, and what are the implications for learning disabilities,
special education, and general education at this level.
By nature, students are different and their needs vary according to circumstance.
The same can be said of school systems and school sites. Perhaps this is why no
definitive procedures for program development and implementation have been published
at this point, or may ever come about. Each school will need to find its own way and
discover what will work best for its own set of circumstances including, and possibly
most importantly, the nature of the students they serve. The need for examples of
successful secondary RtI models is substantial. Specifically, the middle school level
“…represents a crucial point in a student’s academic career, laying the foundation for
successful completion of high school” (Johnson & Smith, 2008, p. 46). These students
are required to deal with a more rigorous curriculum that is no longer focused on
acquiring basic skills. Students at the middle-school level are reading to learn instead of
learning to read. If they have not gained this crucial skill, among others, by the time they
reach the middle school level, they will struggle to achieve at a pace necessary to be
successful as they continue on to high school. The research suggests that the RtI model, if
implemented systematically and with integrity, can help students meet these more
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rigorous educational demands.
Even though the process is not specifically defined, certain precepts, goals and
research-based standards have been extended for consideration. Most of these have been
concerned, again, with the early grades and early intervention. It is this researcher’s hope
that this study can be translated to the secondary level, and that a synthesis of concepts
and then application to the secondary setting will help CMS on their RtI journey. It is this
early research, along with the recent publications that explore the broad possibilities for
implementation that will be discussed in this review. These publications provided a
concrete base for observation and the development of the case study protocol used with
CMS.
Those who have spent time researching RtI since the late 1980s suggested, “…it
is more about evolution than it is about revolution” (Tilly, 2006, p. 1). It is more of a
process than a program or model. If those who seek to implement RtI can remember this,
educators will not see it as a fad that will run its course and be outdated once the next
“new thing” comes along. Tilly was careful to recognize that, simply put, the following
were three general components to RtI, and they were all educationally sound ideas that
have been time-tested and proven.
1. It is a logical structure for allocating precious instructional resources
efficiently and targeting them specifically to student needs—all student needs.
2. It is a commitment to use the best findings from our current and emerging
knowledge-base (scientific research) as we go about our instruction; and
3. It is a commitment to use a logical, decision-making framework to guide our
instruction (data-based decision making or the problem-solving method).
(Tilly, 2006, p. 1)
Each of these three components is woven into the current research on school
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improvement and RtI, and they will be discussed at varying levels of intensity throughout
this literature review. The key to this discussion is that these three components, if applied
systematically, can bring coherence and cohesiveness to a school’s improvement efforts
through RtI. They should work in concert with one another, and it is the latter two of
these three components, along with a basic discussion of the RtI process, which will
comprise the majority of this review.
It must be noted that this presentation of the RtI literature includes both the
theoretical concepts behind the model and examples found in the literature that report the
practical application and implications for implementation. They are reported together
within the research and more effectively discussed in concert.
Funding Considerations
A brief discussion about funding allocations cannot be eliminated and it certainly
can be a sensitive topic among educators. In a survey conducted by Wiener and Soodak
(2008), it was found that 183 or 78% of the state and district administrators surveyed, felt
that funding was a significant challenge in implementing RtI. Successful implementation
is dependent on collaboration and the coordination of services and the funding associated
with these services. The Individuals with Disabilities Education Act of 1997 granted
more flexibility in how special education funds could be used. The NASDSE supported
this movement toward the efficient use of funds and suggests that “[These] changes
[allow] local education agencies (LEA) to:
1. Use funds to carry out school wide programs as set forth in the Elementary
and Secondary Education Act (20 U.S.C. 6314);
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2. Use funds to support school wide programs that benefit children with
disabilities while providing incidental benefits to students without disabilities
(20 U.S.C. 1413(a)(4)); and
3. Use 5% of funds to develop and implement a coordinated service system (20
U.S.C. 1413(a)(2)(D)).” (NASDSE, 2005, p. 16)
IDEA takes the 1997 statute a little further and “permits districts to use as much as 15%
of their special education monies to fund early intervention activities” (Fuchs & Fuchs,
2006b, p. 93).
In the Florida Department of Education Statewide Response to RtI
Implementation Plan developed in 2008, the following funding considerations are
outlined:
When planning for training and ongoing implementation, districts should
anticipate fiscal needs in relation to, but not limited to, the following areas:
•
•
•
•
•
•

substitutes for staff to participate in training;
release time for staff for ongoing collaboration, planning, and
implementation;
registration fees for professional development as needed;
resource needs: review of core curriculum and assessment practices,
review of school-wide behavioral practices, interventions, progress
monitoring tools, coaching support, etc.;
annual revision of School Improvement Plans; and
annual Needs Assessment Process (pp. 13-14).

Further, this document gave districts the “…responsibility and flexibility to align
available resources to support the full implementation of their RtI activities” (p. 14).
Tilly (2006) advocated the rethinking of how education agencies, both state and
local, view and expend these funding allocations. In the past, districts have used Title I,
English Language Learner and Gifted and Talented funds in isolation. “But knowing that
a student qualifies for Title I assistance, for example, tells us nothing about a student’s
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specific learning needs” (Tilly, p. 4). Most RtI models use a multi-tiered approach that
operates to meet the needs of every student, including each of the populations mentioned.
Does it not it make sense to use funding sources in collaboration to meet the needs of all
students? Instead of using funds in a broad sense, would it not be more effective to target
specific student needs with specific interventions? As a school that has accepted the
challenge to implement RtI systematically, CMS will need to ask the following questions
as they evaluate current programs and practices and move toward a more cohesive and
collaborative way to help all students achieve:
1. Does it make more sense to use funding sources in collaboration to meet the
needs of all students?
2. Instead of using funds in a broad sense, would it be more effective to target
specific student needs with specific interventions?
In the Illinois State RtI Plan published on January 1, 2008, it suggested that
“districts have the responsibility and flexibility to align available resources to support the
full implementation of their RtI plan…and are encouraged to plan for the possible use of
the following funding sources to support…implementation” (p. 8):
1. Federal Title I, II, and III funds;
2. Federal IDEA Part B Dollars;
3. General funds; and
4. State Board of Education funding.
In their plan, Illinois recognizes that, in certain situations, NCLB title funds can be used
to support district and school RtI efforts. Most often, as in the case of Title II, which
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provides professional development supplementary funds to school districts, resources can
help to support the professional development component of RtI to train staff in processes
such as coaching, that allow teachers to work collaboratively to become more effective
teachers. Also, as long as states do not mandate specific interventions and resources,
“…districts have the flexibility to choose district-appropriate interventions, resources and
materials, and Title I paid staff can assist in working with identified students to provide
intervening services; and resources and materials may be shared among programs”
(Illinois State Response to Intervention Plan, 2008, p. 9). Title III funds are more
restrictive, in that they can only be used to support and supplement services for English
language learners (ELL’s) involved in specific interventions.
District general funds are also an appropriate source for RtI program funding.
With recent and impending budget cuts based on funding shortfalls in our nation, districts
will find it challenging, at best, to find funds for additional services. They are, and will
continue to be encouraged to pursue funding for RtI efforts from grant opportunities both
at the state and federal levels and also look at current federal, state and local funding
sources in a broader sense to serve all students. The state of Illinois’ effort to develop a
statewide response to intervention plan is a move in the right direction. This resource
helps to articulate a cohesive plan of action to determine funding allocation sources and
where they can best be used to improve student achievement. Utah is currently in the
process of putting their state RtI plan together and district leaders are being encouraged to
do the same. Iron County School District, of which CMS is a part, has a district RtI
leadership team in place and has put a district blueprint together to give every school
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some direction in developing their school RtI plans and provide ideas for funding and
implementation (see Appendix S). The implications of the completed blueprint will be
discussed further in Chapter V.
Effective Instruction
Moving from funding to a discussion of research-based effective instruction and
creating coherence through the coordination of instructional efforts is essential. Building
consensus among school staff as to whether or not RtI is important, necessary, or fits with
current school improvement goals is an essential precursor to developing this
coordination.
Involving teachers, administrators, students, parents, and community members in
skillful ways promotes collective commitment to learning for all students.
Launching such a shared vision and visionary journey into school improvement
unites us as travelers on the journey toward school improvement that is
challenging and deeply satisfying, and which leads to remarkable results for all
learners. (Lambert, 2003, p. 45)
The concept of professional learning communities (PLC) that has become widely
accepted in the education communities of our nation, by their very nature, can provide
structure and valid research for the implementation of RtI practices.
The very essence of a learning community is a focus on and a commitment to the
learning of each student…. Members work together to clarify exactly what each
student must learn, monitor each student’s learning on a timely basis, provide
systematic interventions that ensure students receive additional time and support
for learning when they struggle, and extend and enrich learning when students
have already mastered the intended outcomes. (DuFour, Eaker, & DuFour, 2006,
p. 3)
In essence, this description outlines the processes of putting into place a three-tier
program for intervention that RtI requires. Once consensus and RtI program
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understanding is achieved, schools can begin to use research to drive their decisions
about reform and implementation. The current literature (Fuchs & Fuchs, 2006a;
Johnson, Mellard, Fuchs, & McKnight, 2006), suggested that a successful RtI process
included the following critical features:
1. high-quality, scientifically based classroom instruction;
2. school-wide screening of academics and behavior;
3. progress monitoring of student performance;
4. implementation of research-based interventions at all tiers; and
5. fidelity checks on implementation.
Figure 1 depicts the pyramid-style model embraced by the Utah State Office of Education
(USOE) that advocates the use of a three-tier model and reflects the findings of this
research. It addresses each of these five components within its structure and reflects the
need for attention to academics and behavior. A coaching component is placed at the base
of the model, suggesting the importance of providing essential staff development and
support to ensure a strong foundation for implementation. The three-tier literacy model
has been widely used and reported on as one that is essential to a successful RtI schoolwide effort and it incorporates each of the aforementioned five components. The roots of
this model “…can be found in the field of public health [and] has been integrated into the
No Child Left Behind legislation (NCLB). In public health and medicine, an example of
primary intervention [tier one] is mandatory immunizations for certain diseases”
(Chidsey & Steege, 2005, p. 16).
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Figure 1. Utah State Office of Education ABC RtI model.

In education, primary interventions or tier one is delivered to every student and
“…involves a high-quality school and classroom environment, scientifically sound core
curriculum and instruction, and intentional instructional practices” (Martinez et al., 2006,
p. 1). Before students are considered to possibly have a learning disability, school staff
must look at teacher effectiveness as it relates to instructional methods, practice and
delivery. Tier one operates to serve all students with good instruction and gives every
student the same opportunities to learn: these opportunities begin in the general education
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classroom. “Under tiered models of service delivery, 80% to 85% of the general
population should be successful at the first tier of intervention with no need of further
intervention if the instruction is effective” (Johnson & Smith, 2008, p. 47).
Educational systems that choose to operate using the tiered RtI model must first
evaluate the effectiveness of instruction for all students or tier one. Evaluation of current
practices in tier one is important for two reasons:
First, it represents the first gate in a system designed to accommodate the diverse
learning needs of all students. Thus, Tier 1 provides the foundation for instruction
on which all supplementary interventions are formulated. Second, since Tier 1
focuses on all students, it is the most cost-effective means of addressing the
population of learners. The subsequent tiers address the needs of fewer learners
with additional resources. (Mellard & Johnson, 2008, p. 70)
To determine whether or not a school’s tier one instructional practices are effective and
sufficient to meet the needs of 80% to 85% of the student population, several indicators
must be examined. Mellard and Johnson (2008) suggested that universal screening
measures must be in place, school-wide, so that data can be collected on the academic
and behavioral progress of every student. This data can provide school personnel with
essential information that can guide decisions for professional development and needed
resources for delivering instruction (Mellard & Johnson, p. 72).
Data-Based Decisions and the Problem-Solving Method
Tier two of the RtI model puts in place a system for intervening with students
when the collected data shows that they are not responding to effective classroom
instruction and are in need of more time and help to grasp basic principles and skills in
one or more subject areas. Fuchs and Fuchs (2007) recommended “…schools use
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universal screening in combination with at least five weeks of weekly progress
monitoring in response to general education to identify students who require preventative
intervention” (p. 16). This schoolwide systematic screening process provides initial data
that may indicate a student is at risk for learning difficulties and struggles to keep up with
his peers. If, through progress monitoring and the collection of anecdotal data there are
indications of continued struggles, then a student is referred for the second tier of
interventions. These interventions are developed to target a specific academic or
behavioral skill. The research indicates that the duration of these interventions should last
between eight and twelve weeks and be delivered in small groups, with regular progress
monitoring to help school teams determine the effect of the intervention (Vaughn, 2003).
Mellard and Johnson (2008) suggested that tier two should consist of general
education instruction plus specialized intervention that includes the following features
outlined by Vaughn (2003).
1. Tier two instruction is provided in small groups, about two to five students,
and is grouped according to area of need and skill levels to maximize resources and
provide quality interventions.
2. Two indicators of performance are important: performance level and growth
to monitor student progress toward achieving benchmark goals.
3. Progress monitoring in tiers two and three that takes place once to three times
a week.
4. Tier two interventions should have a nine to twelve-week duration and can be
repeated as needed in order to influence student performance.
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5. Tier two interventions are typically provided three to four times a week, with
each session lasting 30 to 60 minutes.
6. Instruction is conducted by trained and supervised personnel (and not by the
general education teacher). For example, a qualified reading specialist or special
education teacher would deliver a reading intervention.
The systematic process of progress monitoring exists in the RtI effort as a tool for
routinely collecting and analyzing evidence of student performance. It is what lies at the
heart of the RtI model. As teachers and school teams examine this data, informed
decisions at both the classroom and individual level can be made as to whether a student
is progressing or remains at risk (Fuchs & Fuchs, 2006b). If, through the examination of
this data teachers and school teams find that many of the students in a classroom or
subject area are not performing to benchmark standards, then classroom instructional
practices must be reviewed. If an individual student is not performing to standard, then
careful monitoring of this student’s progress must occur through data or student
assistance teams, and specific interventions tailored to the student’s needs can then be put
into place.
Student assistance teams, or what are sometimes referred to as student success or
teacher assistance teams (SST/TAT, etc.) have been implemented at every grade level for
almost 20 years, and have been used to problem solve solutions and interventions for
struggling students. An examination of the CMS student success team and how they were
able to implement its precepts systematically on a school-wide basis is essential to this
RtI case study and will be discussed more extensively in Chapters IV and V. These teams
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have evolved from two primary sources. Chalfant and colleagues (Chalfant & Pysh,
1989) developed the teacher assistance team (TAT) concept, which stresses collaborative
problem solving, general education teacher ownership, and immediate classroom
assistance by placing the initiative for action in the hands of the classroom teacher, thus
supporting the concept that response to intervention is a general education initiative.
Although the process has been in existence since the 1980s, the TAT effort is still
considered experimental and progressive. Witcher, Sewall, Arnold, and Travers (2001)
implore educators to “…look critically at past actions and practices to see what now can
be done differently to make learning more satisfying and effective” (p. 277). A limited
review of the current literature on prerefferal interventions and the use of the TAT have
resulted in outcomes that are both positive and cautious in relation to these sources and
their aims. Those teams that see the need for systems change in an effort to improve
student services, are eager to match school programming to contemporary needs in order
to make education meaningful and relevant to the interests and abilities of students.
Concentration on abilities, accommodations and interventions matched to student needs
should be at the core of these assistance teams and aligns nicely with the RtI model.
Much of the research recognizes that problem-solving entities, such as SSTs,
serve an important function in that they help to delineate between the truly needy student,
in reference to special education services, and those who simply need extra help to
function with their peers at grade level. Thus, an examination of the research done in this
area is significant to any discussion of RtI. Rock and Zigmund (2001) examine the
purpose for intervention assistance reform efforts, like RtI, now sweeping the country
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because of the reauthorization of IDEA and the No Child Left Behind legislation. They
also ask important questions as to whether the results of these efforts concluded by
research are substantive or symbolic. These are interesting questions to ask that cause
both hope and discomfort. According to these authors, SSTs should be organized to
operate under four guiding principles.
1. To ensure effective use of general education services for all students prior to
referral to special education;
2. To establish building-based, teacher problem-solving teams to assist teachers;
3. To systematically screen students prior to referral for special education
services using assessment and instructional techniques; and
4. To provide support and assistance to general education teachers serving
students with disabilities in inclusive classrooms. (Rock & Zigmond, p. 153)
Ultimately, these principles should provide a means and way for teachers to help students
who are floundering and to support colleagues who are struggling to meet diverse needs,
including those of the advanced learner, in their classrooms.
In the Iron School District where CMS is located, the student population is
becoming increasingly diverse. In 1998, the percentage of minority students was reported
at 6.4%. In October of 2005, that number had increased to more than 12%. It has
doubled. Student Success Teams provide a familiar process for making changes in
teaching practice that respond to this increased diversity as it pertains to student needs.
Craig, Hull, Haggart and Perez-Selles (2000) have suggested that such teams can help
teachers use instructional methods considered to be “best practice” in the field and that
can encourage the type of self-awareness and shared inquiry that supports the academic
success of all students (p. 7).
Now that the importance of assistance teams has been magnified by legislative
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mandates and policies, researchers are beginning to ask important and hard questions that
address the effectiveness of these teams in the past. Outcomes as they relate to student
progress must be examined and measured by collecting data and making decisions based
on that data. For this examination, three basic approaches most commonly implemented
in the field are considered, and they all exist within the RtI model; they are instructional
methods, behavioral strategies, and structural change. Both the general education and
special education teachers seem to agree on the usefulness of SSTs and the examination
of gathered data. They “…believe that intervention-assistance support systems reduce
their feelings of frustration, helplessness, and isolation” (Rock & Zigmond, 2001, p. 154).
Researchers contend that this isolation can be combated through collaborative efforts.
Educators can work as partners and bring to intervention teams “…a complex interplay of
talents and knowledge that come together at appropriate times to produce a commonly
valued end result which no single party could ever have produced alone” (Coben,
Thomas, Sattler, & Morsink, 1997, p. 428). Collaboration allows the team to engage in
shared decision making based on data as they work toward a common goal: helping all
students.
Some teachers are satisfied with the effectiveness of SSTs and the collaborative,
problem-solving approach of the RtI model—others are not. Researchers have found that
the more seasoned teachers are less likely to recognize the significance of interventions
than their colleagues who have recently entered the profession. This phenomenon has
been attributed to the recollection of negative, experiences by the experienced teacher in
contrast to a freshness and hopeful mindset found in those who are new to the profession
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and whose thoughts are not jaded by failed attempts. This negativity is most often
attributed to the fact that, in the past, responsiveness to intervention team members had
not received proper training in conflict resolution and the use of effective instructional
and behavioral intervention strategies. There have been some encouraging findings
published over the last ten years that address this issue and suggest that with “…system
and administrative supports [that] facilitate the ongoing implementation of intervention
programs and the use of professional development funds for training, superior student
outcomes have been achieved” (Safran & Safran, 1996, p. 363).
The knowledge base regarding these positive outcomes is mostly descriptive.
Researchers of the past have described models that have proven effective in reducing
referrals to special education, which can be a part of tier three as it is identified in schools
using the RtI model. These descriptions summarize interventions and report levels of
teacher satisfaction with the process, but there is a “… lack of a strong evidence base that
results in improved outcomes for students” (Fuchs, Fuchs, Mathes, Lipsey, & Eaton,
2000). Kovaleski (2003) responded to this limitation, by suggesting that the following
attributes must be present for any problem-solving model to be effective.
1. A scientific approach to problem solving.
2. Interventions designed for an individual student based on scientifically
validated principles of effective curriculum and instruction.
3. A system for continual monitoring/evaluation of intervention.
4. Collaborative relationships with general education and special education to
develop, implement, and monitor the intervention.
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5. Collection of information from a variety of sources, including teachers,
parents, and others who best know the child.
6. Use of curriculum-based measurement to assist in problem identification and
for continuing progress monitoring and evaluation of the effectiveness of the
intervention.
7. Interventions embedded in the daily classroom routine so the classroom
teacher takes responsibility for implementation.
Therefore, what is known about assistance teams is that they provide some
benefits to students who are experiencing academic and/or behavioral problems, and their
structure and intended purpose provide needed input and assistance to the RtI process
including referral to tier three when tier two interventions prove to be insufficient.
According to Mellard and Johnson (2008), assistance teams can make tier placement
determinations, and the following options must then be considered:
1. Successful progress is made in the area of deficit and the student exits tier two
to return to only tier one instruction.
2. Although progress is being made, the student’s overall performance in the
academic area (e.g., reading recognition, fluency) is still below that of his
peers. The student remains in Tier 2 for continuation of the intervention.
3. The rate and amount of progress indicated by progress monitoring or the level
of support required for the student is judged as significantly different from
general education peers or is so intense that referral for disability
determination is warranted. (Vaughn, 2003)
Many states and districts are choosing to use tier three for more time and intensity with
existing tier two interventions or further supplemental services before referral for special
education is recommended by assistance teams, based on the current response to
intervention research. This is the process used in Iron County School District and CMS.
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In many locations where this model is used, tier three is synonymous with special
education and students are referred to these programs when tier two proves to be
unsuccessful. Whichever method is chosen, the precepts and practices of tiers one and
two continue. Progress monitoring remains essential and student assistance team
meetings or individual education program (IEP) team meetings, depending on the method
chosen, must remain in place so as not to lose sight of student progress or the lack
thereof. Special Education is not a “life sentence.” RtI allows for and mandates fluidity
within the system. If a student responds to tier three interventions with significant
progress, then school teams need to decide whether or not he should remain in special
education, or whether or not tier two interventions can help with continued progress and
ultimately consideration for placement back in tier one.
Tier three interventions should:
1. be research based;
2. meet for a minimum of two 30-minute sessions each day for at least 9 to 12
weeks;
3. include at least one special education intervention cycle per semester that
would typically include a six to twelve week period of interventions
accompanied by evaluations and progress monitoring;
4. consist of instructional groups that contain teacher-to-student ratios of no
more than one-to-three;
5. include continued progress monitoring and consideration of achievement
toward IEP objectives;
6. a plan for students exiting special education intervention during the middle of
the school year if they demonstrate grade-level performance on specified
benchmarks or progress measures;
7. a plan that allows students who have received previous special education
instruction but have exited, to re-enter Tier 3 as needed; and
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8. interventions that employ a combination of direct instruction and
compensatory strategy instruction designed to remediate a student’s targeted
area(s) of deficit. (Mellard & McKnight, 2006, pp. 24-25)
The three-tier model and system of interventions will, ultimately, provide essential
information to special educators and related service providers that will prove invaluable
in developing an effective IEP once a student is referred for special education services.
Data will have been collected that can give a clear picture of student strengths and
weaknesses based on actual classroom and small group performance. This is a component
that is neglected and many times “left out” when schools choose to use the IQ
discrepancy model for special education identification instead of response to intervention.
Moving from Discrepancy to Response
Identifying learning disabilities through the IQ-achievement discrepancy formula
method has been widely used in our country for the past 30 years. “[The] presence of an
average to above-average IQ along with lower-than-expected academic achievement
provided a way of documenting that a student could learn but was not learning” (Peterson
& Shinn, 2002). Even though this process may sound logical and seem valid, there are
now many years of recorded data that show it is not reliable (Chidsey & Steege, 2005).
Studies surrounding the identification of specific learning disabilities related to reading
difficulties have comprised the majority of the published literature in this area. An
examination of these studies indicates that when comparing struggling students who
manifested a discrepancy and those who did not, “…the IQ-achievement discrepancy
scores neither [established] nor [confirmed] the presence of a learning disability” (Fuchs
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et al., 2000 p. 2). Some of these studies have shown that the presence of a discrepancy
does not mean that a learning disability exists. All of them “…have in common the
finding that the nature of the intervention provided to all students is more important than
the etiology or symptoms” (National Association of School Psychologists [NASP],
2002). These findings certainly support the RtI process, and the structure that its model
provides is a move toward providing student services that are proven to be more valid
and in-line with current studies and the law. RtI provides a means for intervening early,
instead of waiting for a student to fail before services are provided.
In November 2004, Congress reauthorized the Individuals with Disabilities
Education Improvement Act. RtI is specifically mentioned in this legislation as a viable
and preferred means of providing a free and appropriate education (FAPE) to all students
in the least restrictive environment (LRE). See Table 1 for a summary of the pertinent
portions of this law. The definition of a specific learning disability (SLD) did not change
from the original version passed in 1997. Like its predecessor, the 2004 legislation still
includes a reference to “basic psychological processes” along with language that
describes certain variables to be considered when determining SLD classification such as,
“the imperfect ability to listen, think, speak, read, write, spell, or do mathematical
calculations.” There is also reference to certain rule-out criteria in the definition that
safeguard against improper identification. Students cannot be identified if the “learning
problem…is primarily the result of visual, hearing, or motor disabilities, of mental
retardation, of emotional disturbance, or of environmental, cultural, or economic
disadvantage.”
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Table 1
Sections of the Individuals with Disabilities Education Improvement Act of 2004 Related
to RtI Methods
Section

Excerpt

602

(30) SPECIFIC LEARNING DISABILITY
A. IN GENERAL. The term “specific learning disability” means a disorder in 1 or
more of the basic psychological processes involved in understanding or in using
language, spoken or written, which disorder may manifest itself in the imperfect
ability to listen, think, speak, read, write, spell, or do mathematical calculations.
B. DISORDERS INCLUDED. –Such term includes such conditions as perceptual
disabilities, brain injury, minimal brain dysfunction, dyslexia, and developmental
aphasia.
C. DISORDERS NOT INCLUDED. –Such term does not include a learning problem
that is primarily the result of visual, hearing, or motor disabilities, of mental
retardation, of emotional disturbance, or of environmental, cultural, or economic
disadvantage.

614

(5) SPECIAL RULE FOR ELIGIBILITY DETERMINATION. In making a determination
of eligibility under paragraph (4)(A), a child shall not be determined to be a child with a
disability if the determinant factor for such determination is:
A. Lack of appropriate instruction in reading, including in the essential components of
reading instruction (as defined in section 1208(3) of the Elementary and Secondary
Education Act of 1965;
B. Lack of instruction in math; or
C. Limited English proficiency.
(6) SPECIFIC LEARNING DISABILITIES.
A. IN GENERAL. Notwithstanding section 607(b), when determining whether a child
has a specific learning disability as defined in section 602, a local educational
agency shall not be required to take into consideration whether a child has a severe
discrepancy between achievement and intellectual ability in oral expression, basic
reading skill, reading comprehension, mathematical calculation, or mathematical
reasoning.
B. ADDITIONAL AUTHORITY.—In determining whether a child has a specific
learning disability, a local educational agency may use a process that determines if
the child responds to scientific, research-based intervention as a part of the
evaluation procedures described in paragraphs 920 and 930.

Source: Chidsey & Steege (2005).
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Chidsey and Steege (2005) recognized that “what is different in IDEIA 2004 is
the language found in section 614 of the law. Section 614 covers the evaluation
procedures allowable for special education eligibility. Items 5 and 6 of section 614
include language specifically related to RtI practices” (p. 23). In these items, specific
reference is made to the fact that “…a child shall not be determined to be a child with a
disability if the determinant factor for such determination is…lack of appropriate
instruction in reading, including in the essential components of reading instruction (as
defined in section 1208(3) of the Elementary and Secondary Education Act [ESEA] of
1965).” A similar requirement for both math and writing instruction are also mentioned in
this document. Chidsey and Steege noted that
IDEIA 2004 references NCLB in stating that students cannot be found eligible as
students with specific learning disabilities if they have not received scientifically
based instruction, which, in the case of reading, includes the five components of
reading included in NCLB. (p. 24)
To comply with this legislation, LEAs will need to show documentation that a student
has had access to and participated in effective tier one instruction before being considered
in need of special education. Documentation to this effect must now be included in every
special education student’s file to meet the standards of federal law compliance. Every
district in the state of Utah must show proof of this compliance through the Utah Program
Improvement Planning System (UPIPS). If problems are found in this area, certain
sanctions are place on the LEA until sufficient corrections in compliance are completed.
Finally, and most significantly in reference to any discussion on RtI and its
relevance to IDEIA, NCLB and specific learning disability (SLD) identification, is part
6(B) of IDEIA. It combines or infuses the language of part 5 on scientifically based
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instruction with RtI procedures. It stated, “In determining whether a child has a specific
learning disability, a local educational agency may use a process that determines if the
child responds to scientific, research-based intervention as a part of the evaluation
procedures.” Many states and districts use the word “may” in this document to justify a
lack of movement toward using RtI. It is important to note that this part does not stand
alone. In combination with the other components of the IDEIA reauthorization and
NCLB, it serves as direction and a “…bridge between general and special education by
referencing NCLB requirements in the law. [Lawmakers] have made clear the
requirement that all branches and components of public education-general and
specialized-use and report on data-based instructional practices” (Chidsey & Steege,
2005, p. 24).
Since this legislation is recent and RtI as a method to be used to comply with the
law has, only recently, begun to gain momentum as a viable method for compliance, only
a few studies have been completed that explore the effectiveness of RtI in relation to
special education. Case, Speece, and Malloy (2003) conducted a longitudinal study and
found that response to intervention helped to identify students with disabilities as well or
better than the IQ-achievement discrepancy method. Fletcher and colleagues (2002)
noted similar results in their research. Marston, Muyskens, Lau, and Canter (2003)
collected data that yielded the same findings as the others in a study done in the
Minneapolis public schools. All three studies were careful to differentiate between
students with and without disabilities.
As noted previously, most of the work with RtI has thus far been done in the
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elementary setting. This is also true with the use of RtI as a tool for identifying students
with disabilities. Used in conjunction with the three-tier literacy model, researchers are
finding that its procedures are allowing LEAs to identify students earlier and provide
needed interventions. O’Connor (2003) reported that many students whose learning
difficulties, not learning disabilities were identified in first grade, were able to be
successful and develop similarly along with their peers in third grade. In research done at
an even earlier stage with preschool students, Tilly (2003) found that by using RtI,
special education placement was avoided completely.
As noted in the Florida Department of Education’s Statewide RtI Implementation
Plan, “one of the greatest impacts of the RtI model, is the reduction in over-representation
of diverse student groups in low academic performance (e.g., FCAT Level 1), special
education, suspension/expulsion, and alternative education” (p. 7). In Florida, where the
student population is more diverse than in Utah, both referral rates and special education
placement rates of minority students dropped approximately 40% in schools
characterized by early identification, early intervention, frequently collected data, and
evidence-based intervention (Torgesen, 2007). These are promising results.
Along with changes in intervention methods, changes in special education
services delivery are needed to implement special education as it is outlined in an RtI
framework, IDEIA 2004 and NCLB. This will require all teachers, both general and
special education to receive further and continued professional development in these
methods. Whether a school decides to use tier three as a vehicle for special education
referral or a means for special education services, staff will need instruction and coaching
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in order to effectively embed interventions in the daily classroom routine if they are to be
held accountable for student outcomes and accurately measure student progress.
From Theory to Practice: Professional Development and Leadership
Professional development and support for all school staff in the workings of RtI is
the one component of the model that will make or break its success. As indicated in
Figure 1, this component is placed at the base of Utah’s model to signify its importance
in providing a firm foundation for any response to intervention effort.
Successful implementation of RtI depends on the ability of general and special
educators to use RtI reliably and validly. The reliability and validity with which
RtI is implemented will be determined, to a great extent, by the quality of both the
pre-service and in-service professional development models used to translate
research to practice. (NASDSE, 2005, p. 39)
Timely response to individual student needs in a systematic way will be a new concept
for many teachers, especially those who have chosen general education as a career. “For
many, the core RtI model will be a significant paradigm shift (Chidsey & Steege, 2005, p.
139). To propose that school staff implement the RtI model without the continued support
of relevant professional development activities and coaching to insure fidelity of services
is setting-up any state, district or school-level RtI effort for failure.
Colleges and universities across the nation are beginning to catch the RtI vision
and its relevance in today’s schools. They are now offering courses to preservice special
education teachers in the workings of RtI. Southern Utah University, located in Cedar
City Utah, is one such University. Response to intervention is included in the curriculum
delivered to educators looking to serve students with disabilities. Students are taught the
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basics of RtI and their role in its implementation. As this effort expands, it will be
necessary to also provide this information to teachers outside of the special education
field. These prospective educators will need to know, before an actual teaching
experience, not only what effective instruction looks like, but how they can respond when
students struggle or when the curriculum delivered is not enough for students who excel.
To support this type of systematic structure, state and local education agencies
will need to set in place a structure of staff development that is also systematic and
ongoing. Teachers learn best and sustain changed practice when they are given
“…opportunities to learn, discuss, and consult with each other about specific RtI steps”
(Chidsey & Steege, 2005, p. 140). Collaboration and the development of professional
learning communities (PLC) at the school district and site levels can support this type of
structure. Educators need to share in the learning experiences offered by professional
development within the context of a school community. “This means the power of social
capital is being used in the service of learning for all…and the glue that links them is
leadership” (Fullan, Hill, & Crevola, 2006, p. 87).
Much of what has been researched and reported about RtI has been done within
the confines of a controlled environment with generous allocations of funding and time.
In a study conducted by the Learning First Alliance during the early part of this century,
five school districts were selected based on the following four criteria.
1. Success in increasing student achievement in math and/or reading over three
or more years
2. Improvement in student achievement across grade levels, races and ethnicities
3. A poverty rate of at least 25 percent, as defined by students eligible for free or
reduced lunch
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4. A reputation for effective professional development practices, based on
recommendations from education leaders. (Togneri & Anderson, 2003, p. 2)
The alliance took a look at systematic processes that promote student success: the same
processes that are central to the RtI model. Embedded within this research is the
importance of moving beyond the traditional “set and get” one-time presentation of skill
development to a model that reflects coherence, organization and sustainability: all key to
RtI implementation. The studied districts were able to connect district goals with sitebased school goals and administrators took ownership of the process with district support.
This alliance was able to identify five key elements that contributed to this success, (a)
research based principles for professional development, (b) networks of instructional
experts, (c) support systems for new teachers, (d) strategic allocation of financial
resources, and (e) encouragement and assistance in using data.
District leaders firmly believed in the research on effective professional
development, which, among other things, called for professional development
practices to be data driven, to provide greater opportunity for collaboration among
colleagues, to push for greater reflection on practice, to provide opportunities for
continual learning, and to use learning strategies appropriate to participants.
(Togneri & Anderson, 2003, p. 24)
More research needs to be done which reports how building administrators are
cultivating cultures of “…high expectations for students and teachers, and creating
climates conducive to better teaching and professional growth (Crockett & Gillespie,
2007, p. 7). Building administrators will, ultimately, become the instigators of change for
their schools. They will play a critical role in whether or not RtI is accepted and seen as a
viable process for promoting student success and systematic change. Unless they move
forward with optimistic caution and are open to having their school communities learn
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and discover the processes touted by RtI experts together, change will be unnecessarily
uncomfortable for all involved. “Perhaps the real test of success for RtI will be the ways
in which principals develop people and mobilize change to foster intensive instructional
effort from teachers—and how teachers respond…to the wide variety of ways in which
their students respond to instruction (Crockett & Gillespie, p. 7).
RtI Cautions
Many researchers are cautiously optimistic as they “…look for solutions to
technical problems of measurement and validity, especially in using RtI in the process of
identifying learning disabilities (Boardman & Vaughn, 2007, pp. 15-16). Although the
majority of the literature looks at the structure of RtI as one that promotes school
improvement and student success, several researchers have echoed the following caution
given by Klingner and Edwards (2006):
[To] conclude that failure resides within students when they do not progress with
certain interventions, and then move them onto the second or third tier in an RtI
model or decide they belong in special education without considering other
factors, is problematic. (p. 112)
Other areas of caution are found in discussions of fidelity and generalizability.
There is a belief that experimental studies should be transferable from one educational or
experimental setting to another. At times, the results from studied practices in one setting
will not always transfer precisely to another. In educational settings where student and
staff demographics can be varied, this phenomenon must be considered in regards to RtI
implementation, and the research used must be tailored to meet the particular needs of
each entity. “When results do not transfer, the assumption by some is that those
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implementing the model did not use it correctly” (Klingner, Cramer, & Harry, 2006, p.
335).
As mentioned previously, students, staff and the entities involved in educational
processes are varied and therefore RtI, as a model to improve student outcomes, must
also vary within its defined structure to meet the needs of all involved. Those involved
need to continually be engaged in discussions about what is working and what is not.
Otherwise, RtI will succomb to the same fate of other school and student improvement
models. It will be seen as “…old wine in a new bottle…[or] just another deficit-based
approach to sorting children” (Klingner & Edwards, 2006, p. 115).
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CHAPTER III
METHODS
This qualitative case study explored CMS’s journey toward implementation of
the RtI model. Yin (1994), defines case study as it relates to the research process. “A case
study is an empirical inquiry that investigates a contemporary phenomenon within its
real-life context, especially when the boundaries between phenomenon and context are
not clearly evident” (p. 13). To review, RtI is a “…systematic means of providing highquality instruction and interventions matched to student need, monitoring progress…to
make decisions about changes in instruction or goals and [using] data to [make]
important educational decisions (NASDSE, 2005, p. 16). There are three main
components to RtI theory. Chidsey and Steege (2005) identified them as connecting to a
“big idea” about educational policy:
High-quality instruction, frequent assessment, and data-based decision making
instruction is based on the idea that all children deserve effective instruction that
leads to achieving functional skills. Frequent assessment is based on the idea that
continuous assessment leads to skill improvement. Instructional decision-making
relates to the idea that adjustments to instruction must be based on data (p. 11).
When the concepts and tasks associated with the problem-solving assessment model are
combined with these big ideas, decisions about student goals, services and placement
become systematic and less subjective.
This theory finds its roots in the effective schools research that came about in
response to the equal educational opportunity (EEO) study, also known as the “Colemen
Report,” of 1966. This report was significant in that it suggested “…if one wanted to
know about the achievement of children, one needed to look at the homes from which
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they came, not the schools in which they learned” (DuFour et al., 2005, p. 177). If this
report had gone unchallenged, then schools would have essentially become passive
players in the education process. With response to intervention’s emphasis on problem
solving and accountability, there is an implied provision or need for local and state
education agencies to collect data and monitor the progress and achievement of all
students systematically. School personnel “know” how their students are doing, and they
are responding with appropriate scientifically researched interventions, when needed,
based on a site-based plan of action.
Also, within RtI’s theoretical framework is correlation to the research on complex
adaptive systems change. RtI, as reported previously, is a systematic process and cannot
be implemented with integrity when only portions of the model are implemented.
Complex adaptive systems (CAS) is not a single theory. Rather, it encompasses more
than one theoretical framework and is interdisciplinary in nature. According to Holland
(1999), “a CAS is a dynamic network of many agents (which may represent cells,
species, individuals, firms, organizations, nations) acting in parallel, constantly acting
and reacting to what the other agents are doing” (p. 12). When implementing RtI and
building its infrastructure, processes become dynamic and change with the reporting of
resulting phenomena and data. Key players and groups within the RtI model framework
are working both in parallel and in collaboration with one another. When data are
reviewed and processes examined, necessary adjustments are made to better facilitate the
program and serve those individuals who are implementing its precepts (school staff)
along with those they are serving (students and community). Holland also noted that
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adaptation, communication, cooperation and specialization are key to successful systems
change. Each of these attributes are evidenced in the recorded data of this case study that
follows.
Though RtI, as a process, has been used in the public education system since the
early 1980s, the focus of that implementation has been at the elementary level. Its
precepts have only recently been accepted as necessary at the secondary level with the
reauthorization of IDEIA (Individuals with Disabilities Education and Improvement Act)
in 2004, and the support of its use in the NCLB legislation of 2002. At the secondary
level, RtI is currently considered innovative in nature and “case study has proven
particularly useful for studying educational innovations, for evaluating programs, and for
informing policy” (Merriam, 1998, p. 41). Therefore, it was important to study how one
secondary school was able to take the theory and concepts behind RtI and implement
them at this level, and then record the journey from the perspective of those responsible
for that implementation, thus accomplishing what Yin described in his definition of case
study.
Stake (1995) stated, “The case [study] is an integrated system” (p. 2). Response to
Intervention is an example of such a system and therefore lends itself to such a study. The
basic premise behind its valid implementation is that it should systematically work to
improve student academics and behavior. Woven within this system is the support
provided to staff and faculty to help ensure the success of implementation through
consensus building and the provision of sufficient staff development. As noted
previously, the research on RtI at the secondary level has been minimal. A case study that
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is descriptive in nature was important to undertake in an effort to show others who may
want to follow the path chosen by CMS, how one school was able to turn theory into
reality.
The study and collected data is descriptive in nature, in that a journey was
observed and recorded. Merriam (1998) noted the following:
A descriptive case study in education is one that presents a detailed account of the
phenomenon [RtI] under study…they are useful…in presenting basic information
about areas of education where little research has been conducted. Innovative
programs and practices are often the focus of descriptive case studies in
education. Such studies often form a database for future comparison and theory
building” (p. 38).
The purpose of this chapter is to identify the methodology of the study, including the
participants, procedures, measures and analyses conducted. To review, the purpose of this
qualitative case study was to (a) explore and record the processes involved in CMS’s
journey toward effective implementation of the RtI model, (b) describe the school’s
Student Success Team’s (SST) perceptions of factors associated with the intervention
process, and (c) evaluate the success of RtI implementation at the secondary level from
the perspective of each participant and determine the implications for practice.
Participants
The participants in this study were selected based on their participation and
involvement in the school’s RtI program at its inception and during implementation.
Since, at the core of the study was the examination of the SST processes and
perspectives, each member of this team was interviewed and observed on several
occasions throughout the 2007/2008 school year: when this study took place. Their input
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was critical to the study’s look at CMS’s journey. The school’s SST is comprised of the
following individuals:
1. Assistant Principal (1)
2. Special Education teacher (1 involved in SST)
3. ESL Coordinator (1)
4. School assistance team teacher members (6)
5. Community Council parent member (1)
The assistant principal served as the instructional leader who laid out the plan to
team members and school staff. She accepted the responsibility of organizing the plan,
delivering it to staff to build consensus and then, through questioning and logical inquiry
the plan took shape and became this school’s intervention reality. The special education
teacher became the expert on the team in regards to testing criteria. Along with the SST,
she was also key in identifying the tier two- and tier-three curriculum and then
determining the standards for student placement within each tier. The ESL coordinator
used her knowledge with the SIOP (Sheltered Instructional Observational Protocol)
model to help with the placement of students with language development needs and to
consult with teachers as to appropriate instructional strategies, beginning with effective
instruction in the classroom and then moving to tier two and tier three strategies within
the accepted curriculum.
The school administration felt it would be important to include a parent member
who was active in the school’s community council and volunteered in the study skills
program. Her parental/community member perspective was valuable in that she was able
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to see, first hand, the evolution of RtI in an actual school setting. One of her own children
participated in the tier two reading intervention group, therefore she was able to not only
observe the process, but her own student’s progress as well. During the interview process,
she noted that this experience prompted her to share, firsthand, her daughter’s progress
within the RtI process at CMS with her fellow Community Council members. The
success story that she shared gave the council needed evidence so that school land trust
funds could continue to be used to help with needed program supplies, equipment and
personnel.
The team teacher members served in varying capacities. One of the team teachers
served as the reading specialist, because of her training in reading instruction and
assessment. Another served as the expert in data collection and analysis. There was also a
member of the team who taught math and served on the team to give perspective as to
how the literacy processes put in place this year would translate to numeracy in coming
years. He also leant expertise in how deficiencies in reading may affect student problemsolving capabilities. The other four teacher members came from the science, social
studies, physical education and performing arts departments. The importance of their
perspectives will become apparent in chapters four and five as the particulars of the
study are reported.
Procedures
For a detailed explanation of the procedures found at the core of the RtI model,
please refer to the description found in Chapter II. The purpose of this section and all
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others in this chapter is to provide an overview of the data collection procedures
associated with this qualitative group case study. As stated previously, the purpose of the
study was to explore CMS’s journey toward effective implementation of the Response to
Intervention model. The central issue at hand in this case is that the school staff
recognized a need to systematically intervene instead of using a “hit and miss” disjointed
series of interventions that were not tied to the whole student and individual student
needs. The decision to use a problem-solving model, as promoted in the RtI research,
became central to the school’s SST efforts. Their perspectives were most critical in
describing the journey. They became the core of CMS’s systematic, problem-solving
effort.
Observations
As part of the data collection process, all participants were observed during
program and process development and organizational and training meetings. Critical to
this infrastructure building were the following key meetings that were observed and
recorded by the researcher.
1. SST participation in the 2007 Park City RtI Institute;
2. Follow-up organizational meeting in August to develop plan to restructure
SST and present RtI as a process to help all students to the school staff;
3. Meeting to define RtI and build consensus among staff;
4. Data collection processes defined based on the use of the Qualitative Reading
Inventory (QRI, 2001) to assess student comprehension;
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5. Training in QRI administration and accepted use and practice;
6. Grade-level meetings to discuss criteria for student placement within the tiers
and proposed tier curriculum;
7. After-school staff development training in effective research-based
instructional methods for use in tier one; and
8. SST collaboration to plan for year two of RtI implementation
Table 2 depicts the timeline as RtI implementation events unfolded during the
2007/2008 school year. The particulars of these essential meetings will be outlined in
chapter four as CMS’s story is told. The emerging themes and their importance to the
study will be covered later in the chapter with the resulting analyses.
Before deciding to move to the RtI model, CMS already had a positive behavior
skills program in place. Students were being served, systematically and school-wide in
this program. Therefore, it was important to observe this established process. Many
students referred by staff to “skills” also had difficulties academically and were
subsequently referred to the school’s SST. Ultimately, this systematic process of
intervening with behaviors served as a model for establishing the study skills portion of
the school’s RtI effort. Once established, observations were also conducted in this setting.
Interviews
In addition to observations, each participant submitted to two interviews and
attended a focus group meeting held at the end of the study. The interview questions were
devised in an effort to capitalize on the knowledge and experiences that the participating
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Table 2
CMS RtI Implementation Activity Timeline
Date

Activity

July 2007

Park City RtI Institute for Assistant Principal and SST

August 2007 week one

SST meeting to devise plan of action and restructure team focus

August 2007 week two

meet with CMS staff to present concepts of RtI and begin building
consensus

August 2007 week three

SST met with reading specialist to define data collection process and
identified the QRI III as the instrument to use

September 2007 week one

Teachers and paraeducators trained in QRI III administration

September 2007 weeks two
through four

QRI III administered to all 877 CMS students

October 2007 weeks one and
two

All testing data submitted to data specialist and graphed by classroom
teacher

October 2007 week four and
November week one

grade level meetings to discuss criteria for student placement within the
tiers and proposed tier curriculum

December 2007 week one

Counselors, special educators and SST meet to look at student scheduling
for tier three placements

December 2007 week two

Teachers contact parents of tier two and three students to discuss and
explain the intervention process and individual student needs

January 2008 week two
(second semester)

student schedule changes are made and students begin tiered instruction

January 2008 week three

After school monthly staff development on differentiated instruction
begins

February 2008 week three

Second round of testing for all students completed

February 2008 week four

Data on testing collected and disseminated to grade level teams and
student placement within the tiers is determined

March 2008 third week

Second round of after school staff development

May 2008 first and second
week

Third round of testing for all students conducted and completed

May 2008 fourth week

(1) grade level teams meet to discuss testing data and student placement
for the next school year. (2) grade level team leaders meet with high
school team to discuss transition for students moving into the 9th grade,
(3) school staff meet to celebrate successes and discuss improvement for
the RtI process in the coming school year
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staff members brought to the responsiveness model and their emerging practices in light
of this combined effort. The following questions were asked of each participant.
1. When did you first become acquainted with the terms RtI and SST?
2. Describe the training that you received in preparation to serve on your
school’s SST and to help with implementation of RtI. If you didn’t receive any training,
why and what occurred in lieu of training?
3. Describe any ongoing or follow-up training you have had. If there hasn’t been
any, what types of activities have you participated in to help support your RtI efforts and
help you function more effectively as a team member?
4. If you serve on the SST, who participated in the initial development of your
team? Are these members still functioning as a team or have the members changed?
5. What part have the special educators at CMS played in the development and
ongoing RtI process?
6. What part have the general educators at CMS played in the development and
ongoing RtI process?
7. What part have administrators played in the development and ongoing RtI
process?
8. What do you see as your role in the RtI process?
9. What do you see as the greatest challenges you have faced with this process?
10. What do you see as the greatest success you have achieved with the RtI
process?
11. How has the multi-tier model for intervention been used at CMS? What does
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each of the tiers “look like”?
12. What do you see as the purpose of the CMS positive behavior skills program?
And what role do you play in this program?
13. What do you see as the purpose of the study skills program? And what role do
you play in this program?
14. Do you see any crossover in the study and behavior skills programs in how
students are served and data is used for making decisions in their behalf?
15. Is there any other information you would like to share that has not been
covered in these questions?
In May 2008, a focus group was held with the study participants. The purpose of
this group meeting was to debrief the RtI processes they had been involved in
implementing and get a group perspective to use in concert with the individual
interviews. Some of the same questions were asked that were covered in the individual
interviews, but this was a less formal process in that individuals were encouraged to talk
about their perceptions of how the school was affected, as a whole, in regards to the
systematic nature of the model and the affect it had on the school climate. Their
responses were recorded in the researcher’s journal and the prevailing themes were
matched to other entries during the coding process.
The researcher’s journal was kept for the purpose of recording researcher
thoughts and responses to informal conversations and district meetings where the
concepts of RtI and other educational practices were discussed. It was also taken to state
meetings with the Utah State Office of Education, to record RtI perspectives proffered by
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others in the state that are tackling the issues of systematic implementation. This tool
proved to be valuable in that it was an avenue for reflection apart from the formal data
collected. It allowed for not only reflection on RtI implementation, but also notes on
researcher biases. It was necessary to keep this in check because of the researcher’s
indirect involvement in the process at the district level. The central research question,
along with the subset questions were written in the journal and referred to each time an
entry was made. This was done in an effort to keep the entries focused on these questions.
It is interesting to note that the themes found within this document closely matched those
found in the responses recorded from interviews and observations. The issues
surrounding RtI implementation seem to be consistent whether one is attending a meeting
or listening to participants that are a part of a focus group. These issues or prevailing
themes can be found in the coding schemes outlined in Tables 4 and 5 of the analyses
section of this chapter.
Archival Documents and Data
Essential to the discovery process and collection of data was the examination of
document samples and forms generated and used in CMS’s journey. These forms and
documents can be found in the appendices of this dissertation. Some of these documents
existed before systematic processes were put into place, but many of them were either
revamped to meet the new RtI standards or were added to accommodate new programs or
phenomena.
The nature of this study was descriptive. However, data were kept and tracked
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through the course of the study in conjunction with the systematic implementation of a
three-tier literacy model’s description, and it is important to include it along with the
findings extracted in this study. Graphs depicting this data and a subsequent explanation
of the perceived meaning can be found in Chapter V.
Method of Analyses
Analysis of the qualitative data collected during the course of this study and
described in the previous sections of this methods chapter, required ongoing reflection
and interpretation of the spoken and written word, including the evaluation of all
materials (artifacts, documents, pictures, etc.) that were collected throughout the study
along with the field notes and transcribed interviews. The benefits of reflection in this
process became evident as the analyses of all the data brought to light emerging themes.
The constant comparative method of data analysis was conducive to the CMS
case study process. This method was developed by Glaser and Strauss (1967) as the
means of developing grounded theory, which
…consists of categories, properties, and hypotheses that are the conceptual links
between and among the categories and properties. Because the basic strategy of
the constant comparative method is compatible with the inductive, conceptbuilding orientation of all qualitative research, the constant comparative method
of data analysis has been adopted by many researchers who are not seeking to
build substantive theory…. (p. 2)
Whereas the intent of this study was to describe one school’s efforts toward
implementing an innovative program and not build a substantive theory, the constant
comparative method was a logical choice for analysis. This method “involves comparing
one segment of data with another to determine similarities and differences. Table 3 shows
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Table 3
Data Collection Reporting Matrix
Data collection source

Collection dates

Purpose of data

Journal entries and mtg.
notes

July 14 & 15, 2007

RtI Park City Institute SST Collaboration record

Observation/focus group

Aug. 9, 2007

Notes on staff initial perceptions of RtI and their
place in the process

Observation/journal entry

Aug. 17, 2007

Notes on RtI staff organizational meeting for skills
prog.

Observation/journal entry

Sept. 9, 2007

Notes on meeting with SST/Reading Specialist on
the topic of appropriate assessments – QRI III

Observation

Oct. 16, 2007

Notes on meeting with Community Council and
PTA when RtI plans and purposes were addressed

Observation/field notes

Oct. 18 & 19, 2007

Mtg. with all 6th grade teachers and 7th and 8th
grade core teachers to discuss criteria for student
tier placement & time out of class for tier 3

Observation/journal entry

Oct. 31, 2007

QRI III testing benchmarks discussed and set and
testing data reviewed with each grade level team

Field notes

Nov. 6, 2007

Mtg. w/ SUU reading faculty and district literacy
specialist on district RtI efforts and CMS structure

Observation/journal entry

Nov. 15, 2007

Staff meeting to discuss assessment processes and
concerns

Observation/journal entry

Dec. 4 & 6, 2007

RtI collaboration meetings/teacher comments and
insight on the process to this point in time; student
tier data discussed

Observation/journal entry

Jan. 9, 2008

Staff development opportunity to train on tier 2
curriculum/Reading Rewards (2008) program/
multi-syllabic word strategies

Observation/journal entry

Feb. 6, 2008

Staff development on reciprocal teaching and
correlation to reading comprehension

Observation/journal entry

Feb. 11, 2008

RtI staff development on tier 3 curriculum,
Reading Horizons (2009) software and direct
teaching strategies

Journal entry and archival
notes

Feb. 28, 2008

PLC collaboration grade level meetings to discuss
2nd round of testing that has been taking place and
changes for next year’s assessment calendar

Observation/journal entry/
focus group

Mar. 5, 2008

Staff perceptions on RtI now that they have been
involved for 7 months

(table continues)
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Data collection source

Collection dates

Purpose of data

Participant interviews

May 1-12, 2008

Individual interviews conducted/ questions
outlined on pages 54 & 55 of chapter 3

Observation/journal entry

May 21, 2008

Staff meeting to review RtI data, standards of
implementation and considerations for 2009

a matrix of the data and when they were collected along with their purpose in the study.
Once the data were compiled, they were then grouped together on a similar
dimension. This dimension is tentatively given a name—it then becomes a category
(Merriam, 1998, p. 18). This comparison process required the present researcher to find
thematic concepts common to the interviews, journal entries, artifact collections and
notes taken during conversations to establish themes that served as the basis for guiding
the research. This process of comparison took place beginning with the first meeting that
was observed and during the first interview conducted. This is where the term “constant”
comes into play. Analysis began with the commencement of data collection and
continued throughout the research process. Emerging themes were identified along the
way. Once these themes were located and established, codes, or units of analyzed
research material that provided a standard basis of data comparison, were assigned to
specific dimensions of each perceived phenomena in an effort to place the data within
categories. After the data were categorized and coded, the researcher took a second look
at the data and then identified reoccurring axis points where data converged in regards to
key concepts. These are reflected in the titles of Tables 4 and 5 that contain the named
categories and the coded units juxtaposed with these categories. Table 4 displays the RtI
efforts and accomplishments reported by participants and observed by the researcher.
Table 5 indicates the challenges and barriers reported by the case study participants.
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Table 4
Coding Scheme for Reported and Observed Efforts and Accomplishments
Category

Coding units

Establishment of a team

Leadership team
Behavioral support
Academic support

Needs assessment

School-wide data
Observations
Not otherwise specified

Consensus building

Staff attitudes
Administrative tasks

Training

School success team training
Staff training
Professional development

Intervention

Positive reinforcement
Common language
Academic supports
Behavioral supports
Prepackaged programs (e.g., Reading Horizons)
School-wide/systematic assessment
Problem-solving/data-based decisions
Other

Changes to school policy

School mission or goals
School-wide rules or expectations
Skills (behavioral and academic) referral procedures

Changes to school climate

General positive climate
Changes to school-wide processes
Changes to staff attitudes or behavior
Changes to student attitudes or behavior
Perceptions of progress
Consistency among staff
Other

Community resources

Partnership with district and regional literacy specialists
Partnership with Southern Utah University language mentors
PTA support
Parent Newsletter
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Table 5
Coding Scheme for Barriers Reported and Observed
Category

Coding units

Time constraints

Remediation and make-up program scheduling
Scheduling of triannual assessments
Teacher collaboration

Student scheduling

Advisory group periods
tiered instruction and class displacement
Transportation support

Multiple teachers

Collaboration efforts
Student scheduling
Consistency of placement standards

Multiple subjects

Coordination of curriculum goals

Support from stakeholders

Leadership team support
Administrative support
Staff supports
Student support
Parent support

Community factors

Increasing cultural diversity
Transience of students and families

RtI program support

District support of effort
School-to-school achievement reporting
Monetary funding sources
RtI trainings and conferences
Technical assistance and follow-up
Data reporting requirements

To analyze the content of the reported and observed efforts and accomplishments
of the school-based team, the present researcher, as noted previously, generated coding
units. A coding scheme was developed based on a review of the transcribed interviews,
meeting observations, archival data and the researcher’s journal. The final coding scheme
contained eight categories, including the (a) establishment of a planning and support
team, (b) assessment activities related to program organization, (c) consensus building
activities involving administration and faculty, (d) trainings in response to intervention
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and the systematic problem-solving team approach, (e) specific interventions
implemented as an integral part of RtI, (f) changes to school policy or procedures, (g)
positive changes to the climate of the school; and (h) community resources. Content
analyses determined the frequency with which each coding unit was represented in the
descriptive data.
To analyze the content of the barriers named by the school-based team and
identified through observations, additional coding units were generated by the present
researcher. The coding scheme contained seven categories, including (1) time constraints,
(2) student scheduling dilemmas, (3) multiple teacher issues, (4) consideration of
multiple subjects, (5) support from stakeholders, (6) community factors; and (7) response
to intervention program support. The categories and coding units included in each
category are listed in Table 5.
Summary
The data contained in Tables 2-5, and the categories and coding units used,
provided the structure for describing CMS’s journey found in chapter four. Once the data
were disaggregated to a point that reflected both the efforts and accomplishments and the
barriers that were reported and observed, it was apparent that these two topics would
become central to the discussion and reported case study. This data is also reflected in
chapter five’s report of how these phenomenon and findings provide insight into the
implications for practice; not only for CMS, but for any secondary school who chooses to
take the same journey.
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CHAPTER IV
RtI IMPLEMENTATION EFFORTS AT CEDAR MIDDLE SCHOOL
The purpose of this chapter is to describe a school improvement journey
undertaken at CMS during the 2007/2008 school year, using the structure of a qualitative
case study to drive the effort. The record of this process encompasses a year’s worth of
collaborative meetings and trainings that served as the beginnings of systematic RtI
implementation. Telling the story of CMS’s RtI implementation processes and sharing
data gathered during their journey will accomplish this. The structure of a well-told story
that uses a descriptive case study as the premise for its telling, allows for the presentation
of qualitative data in an effort to provide a rich description of a process for interpretation.
This description prompts the reader to follow a journey taken by the study’s participants
and then apply personal experience and perspective to the journey’s processes and
implications for practical application. The implications of this study will be discussed
further in Chapter V.
To review, RtI is defined as:
The practice of providing high-quality instruction and interventions matched to
student need, monitoring progress frequently to make decisions about changes in
instruction or goals and applying child response data to important educational
decisions. (NASDSE, 2005, p. 16)
RtI is referred to as a model, but the model is meaningless until its precepts are applied in
a real school setting.

63
RtI as a Choice for School Improvement
The first subquestion of this case study asked why CMS chose to employ the RtI
model. Through observations, interviews and the examination of recorded field notes, the
answer became apparent. They were intrigued by the concept of systematically putting in
place a process for helping all students achieve academically and behaviorally. They
knew that even with their current best efforts, students were “falling through the cracks,”
and they saw RtI as a vehicle for moving school improvement forward to achieve the
goals outlined in the school mission statement that follows.
Our quest for knowledge will be achieved by providing a quality education that
empowers individuals to become caring, competent, responsible citizens who
value learning as a lifelong process.
The CMS staff wanted this for all the students they served. RtI’s central theme of helping
all students through data collection, regular progress monitoring and a systematic
problem-solving team approach seemed to provide the structure for moving school
improvement efforts forward.
Cedar Middle School’s History
The climate for RtI implementation had already been established prior to the
school’s decision, in 2007, to begin the collective journey. A brief historical background
will be helpful in understanding this climate. In 2004, the Iron County School District
Board of Education made the decision to realign school boundaries and change the grade
level configuration of what was then, Cross Hollows Intermediate School. Previously,
Cross Hollows served fifth- and sixth-grade students, and there was only one middle
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school that fed into the two existing community high schools in Cedar City. To
accommodate a growing student population that was precipitated by growth in this
community, it was decided that the intermediate school concept should be abandoned and
a second middle school established. This would allow a smoother transition from middle
school to high school to take place for students, considering there were currently two
high schools in existence. In addition, two new elementary schools were being built to
accommodate growth, and there would be room to move the fifth-grade students back
into the elementary school setting, which the Board felt would be best for students,
developmentally. The sixth-grade students and staff would then become part of the
current seventh- and eighth-grade populations to be served at the middle schools.
In 2005, renovations were begun on the Cross Hollows school building to
accommodate the new grade configuration, and it was renamed CMS. The school and
building previously known as Cedar Middle, was then renamed Canyon View Middle
School, reflecting its association with the current Canyon View High School, located
across the street from their campus. Thus, CMS was established and began its first year
of service during the 2005-06 school year. At that time, the school’s administration knew
it would be important to create, from the beginning, a climate of shared ownership in the
new school. They were bringing together a diverse staff of elementary/intermediate (sixth
grade) and middle school (seventh and eighth grade) teachers. Each would come to this
new environment with past expectations and beliefs about best practices, depending on
their personal perspectives and experiences. These beliefs and perspectives would need to
evolve into a common purpose for serving their current student population. The school’s
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principal and assistant principal constructed a plan of action to accomplish this task. As
they met with teachers and staff, the seeds of a positive school community were sown
through collaboration and consensus building. The mission statement, referred to earlier,
and goals set to accomplish this mission were written, keeping the needs of all their
students at the forefront of their planning and preparation. Unbeknownst to them at this
time, they were also establishing a foundation for RtI.
When the CMS administration was approached in the spring of 2007 in reference
to investigating the RtI model to help move their efforts forward, they were intrigued and
willing to consider its methods. This is when the structure for this qualitative case study
began to take shape and its central question was determined. “How would the process of
RtI, which has predominantly been used at the elementary school level, translate to the
secondary school setting for effective implementation of academic and behavioral
interventions?” As mentioned in previous chapters, RtI has been used in the elementary
school setting to promote gains in literacy through a three-tier model of service delivery,
and the research indicates that it has been successful. Research at the secondary level is
thin, and direction from state education agencies as to how it should be implemented is
mostly theoretical. Pockets of agencies, throughout the country, have been working on
statewide RtI implementation since the 1980s in Iowa and, more recently, in Florida. As
noted previously, these efforts are the exception, rather than the rule.
Currently, the State of Utah does not have a RtI blueprint in place. The USOE
has promoted RtI concepts since 2004 with the reauthorization of the IDEA, when RtI
was named as a preferred method to identify students with disabilities within this law.
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Since this time, RtI has been more aggressively promoted through the USOE and the
Utah Personnel Development Center (UPDC), an arm of the state office of education that
provides, promotes and supports professional development in the field of special
education and special programs. Their efforts have been helpful in moving districts
forward through professional development opportunities and support services. In fact, it
was during one such UPDC RtI training held in Iron County School District in the spring
of 2007, that the administrators and SST at CMS first heard about RtI and began to have
conversations about the feasibility of the model working at their school.
In an interview conducted with the CMS assistant principal on May 8, 2008, she
noted that during the UPDC workshop, she kept thinking that the concepts being
presented were abstract. There were no concrete answers or suggestions for “how” RtI
should or could be implemented. “I felt the concepts made sense and that there were
possibilities for our school, but I went away with more questions than answers.” This
administrator needed these answers, and she needed more direction on how to get them. It
was at the Park City Institute on RtI in July 2007, where she began to formulate those
answers along with her school SST. This is where they began to develop a vision as to the
direction they needed to go and the way they should look at the process.
The institute introduced the school team to individuals like Dr. David Tilly from
the Heartland Institute in Iowa, who had experience working in schools with RtI
implementation. One team member stated that, “he gave practical ideas on data collection
and using data to drive our decisions about student needs for intervention and also some
hints for making our Student Success Team more effective in this process.” The assistant
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principal at Cedar Middle noted that Dr. Tilly’s handouts for this presentation served as
templates for staff discussions at CMS that were held in the fall of 2007 (see Appendix
A). The other members of the SST also found this institute helpful, and noted that it
presented a paradigm shift in how they would, in the future, begin meeting the needs of
all students.
The administration and SST had the remainder of the summer of 2007 to consider
how they would drive the RtI effort forward at CMS. Then, in August of that year, they
came together and began to address the questions posed in this case study. This study’s
central question addresses the feasibility of implementing RtI in a secondary setting and
the team determined that yes, it would not only be possible, it was the next necessary step
in moving school improvement efforts forward. Once this determination was made, the
team was ready to tackle the “how” questions and begin developing a plan to present RtI
as a system of school improvement to the entire CMS staff. This is where the sub
questions of the study, when explored and answered, help to define processes and answer
the “how” of schoolwide, systematic RtI implementation as it would unfold at CMS.
Current Practices and Closing the Achievement Gap
The second sub question listed in the introduction asks, “What practices and
strategies did CMS implement on a schoolwide basis to help students succeed
academically and behaviorally?” It was important to begin this effort by taking note of
what was already in place at the school. First, their current leadership team (SST) needed
to be evaluated to determine the effectiveness of each member and their commitment to a
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process like RtI. This team’s past focus and purpose needed restructuring under the
premises of RtI. Each member’s role in RtI implementation would become critical at
every stage of development. CMS’s assistant principal noted that, ”the previous SST was
not functioning in a way that would help RtI efforts. We knew that we needed to move
toward a true problem-solving model and away from the practice of meeting together to
gripe about what was happening or not happening and then not moving forward to try
interventions in each student’s behalf.” The Cedar Middle SST had been functioning
under the premise that they were solving student issues, but the data used was mostly
subjective and there was no real structure to their efforts. Therefore, the assistant
principal recognized that specific data needed to be considered during team meetings so
that they could provide legitimate interventions that would be evaluated for effectiveness
through ongoing progress monitoring and data collection.
The diagram depicted in Figure 2, shows the problem-solving model used by the
school’s SST and later adopted by Iron County School District as part of their district RtI
Blueprint (see Appendix S). The implications of this blueprint will be discussed further in
Chapter V.
Further, CMS’s administrators knew that before they could implement RtI
systematically, they would need buy-in from all essential stakeholders, and they would
need the collective knowledge that would come from developing shared leadership
opportunities among their school community. Implementation of RtI could not be viewed
as a mandated administrative initiative. To help insure the success of this move toward
shared leadership, it became apparent that the new SST needed to be comprised of the
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Figure 2. ICSD RtI instructional decision-making model.

“movers” and “shakers” of the school: those who could be counted on to provide the
positive leadership that would bring the CMS staff together and build consensus.
Administrators took a look at the current members of the team, and decided to make
some changes. The special educators in the school worked with all teachers and staff.
First, past experience in the problem-solving team approach was considered. Next, it
would be important to include those who would be excited about RtI and the new roles
that would need to be established for individuals and the team, as a whole. The following
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were identified to serve on CMS’s problem-solving team (SST).
1. Assistant principal
2. Resource department chair
3. Sixth grade reading specialist
4. Seventh grade math specialist
5. ESL site coordinator
6. School counselor
7. District assigned psychologist (as needed)
Each team member stayed on the team during the first year of implementation and
then continued into the second, which proved critical to providing continuity through the
initial implementation of RtI.
Once these team members were identified, their first task was to determine what
was already working at CMS in regards to student services and effective interventions.
Identifying these components would allow the team to then bring the entire CMS staff
together to begin consensus building and determine a plan of action. The school’s ESL
efforts, basic reading and math classes, skill building study hall classes and after school
at-risk and accelerated studies programs were all identified as existing programs that
were considered to be successful and worth continuing. It was noted by the team that
each of these services and interventions is student centered, and has as a purpose the goal
of meeting individual student needs, but they existed independently of each other. They
needed to be brought together so each would become part of a system of services that
could be accessed by all staff and students, depending upon assessed need.

71
As previously mentioned, a culture of shared ownership in the educational
processes at CMS had already been established. Agreement about what was important
school-wide had already been reached. Now, consensus would need to be gained to bring
programs and staff members together to more tightly unify school improvement efforts
under the RtI umbrella. CMS administrators knew that if they wanted RtI to be
sustainable, ownership needed to be accepted by everyone working at the school. In
retrospect, these administrators admit that this was the most difficult part of RtI
implementation. The task, at times, was daunting. Not that they did not believe they were
up to the challenge, but student improvement and program improvement was dependent
on their ability to accomplish significant systemic change. Administration wanted RtI to
be “our” effort and “our” program.
When asked about the challenges they met in moving toward a systems change
with RtI, most respondents, including administrators, admitted that it was that there was
no pattern to follow. Evidence that a secondary school had traveled this road and
recorded their efforts so that their path could be followed, could not be found. One school
administrator commented:
I was going to have to, along with my team, find our way with only a suggested
abstract process to follow and no concrete, tried and true steps to take…I needed
to have a clear vision and come-up with a proposed process to implement. My
SST was a big help in bringing more definition to my mind as far as direction
goes. They helped to fill-in the blanks that I needed in order to bring it all together
before I took it to our staff.
It is important to note that although this was the greatest challenge, school
administration’s recognized success came from dealing with and working through this
challenge. They were able to establish a vision and embed it into the school action plan
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(see Appendix B). The assistant principal noted that this allowed teachers to see how RtI
fit into what they were already doing with school improvement and then ask critical
questions that would lead to “…filling-in the potholes along the way.” The following
introduction to this action plan sets the stage for RtI efforts in recognizing that it will take
collaboration and a common purpose to achieve their goals during the school year:
We intend to fulfill the mission of our school by utilizing Professional Learning
communities that are dedicated to doing what is best for children. The staff
understands the specific needs of today’s young adolescent, and we intend to use
this expertise to enhance student progress. Our unified faculty and staff are
passionate in supporting each other with a single focus in mind, that being
“success for everyone”. With the transition that has taken place, we have
established a baseline that will guide our future decisions. (Appendix B)
This statement, along with the school’s comprehensive action plan for 2007-08 was
introduced and discussed during CMS’s faculty retreat held on August 9, 2007.
Building the RtI Infrastructure
Following this introduction to RtI concepts and dialogue on meeting the needs of
all students through systematic school-wide processes, a follow-up SST meeting was held
on September 27, 2007 to discuss the parameters for further consensus building and
program focus. The reading teachers from each grade level were invited to attend so they
could give input and provide expertise. At this time, it was decided that CMS would use
Utah’s 3 Tier Model of Reading Instruction (Appendix C) as a guiding document to
establish the school’s RtI model. Concentration on improving reading would drive their
systematic efforts during this initial year of infrastructure building and implementation.
The sixth-grade reading teacher was so intrigued with the concept of RtI that she took it
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upon herself to do some extensive research in collaboration with the school’s resource
department and district elementary reading specialists. They concluded that the focus at
the middle level needed to move from students “learning to read” to having them
“reading to learn.” They recognized that the reading curriculum focus at the early
elementary level is in helping students to decode, read fluently and understand the
vocabulary associated with language. As students move into the upper grades of
elementary and then into middle school, the focus then changes to comprehension so that
students begin to understand content and take meaning from text. This team determined
that comprehension skills should be the emphasis of systematic school-wide assessments
to collect the necessary data that would determine student placement within the tiered
structure of RtI.
Assessment and Student Placement
Common assessments such as the Dynamic Indicators of Basic Early Literacy
Skills (DIBELS, 2006) and Standardized Testing and Reporting (STAR, 2008) tools were
discussed. Scores from DIBELS were available on the Iron County School District’s
student achievement management system (SAMS). This tool would be somewhat
problematic in that the data was not always updated and available before students moved
from the elementary to middle school. In addition, there was not district-wide consistency
in the elementary schools in testing all fifth-grade students. Some schools only tested and
monitored the progress of students considered at-risk and below grade level. Cedar
Middle’s SST and reading teachers were adamant that they should know where every
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student was, in regards to reading ability as they entered the sixth grade. They wanted to
know which students were at-risk, which were at grade level and which were reading
above grade level. They needed to identify an assessment tool that could be given to
every sixth grade student within a reasonable amount of time, so they would have data
from which to make sound decisions about placement within their 3-tier model as soon as
possible.
Further, the DIBELS assessment, as it is being used in Iron County School
District focuses on fluency. Students are benchmarked and placed within the elementary
three-tier structure based on initial fluency, letter naming fluency, phoneme segment
fluency, nonsense word fluency and oral reading fluency. Scores from this tool have
proven to be accurate measurements of a student’s reading ability, especially in grades K3. As mentioned earlier, the CMS team knew from their classroom experience with
middle school students that they needed to be reading to learn, and comprehension would
be a key indicator as to whether a student could be successful in all their classes at the
middle level and beyond. Team members also felt that the STAR, which primarily
assessed vocabulary and word recognition was lacking in the ability to give teachers an
indication of student comprehension ability.
The CMS resource teachers had experience using the QRI-III (2001) assessment
tool with the students they served. They felt that the comprehension portion of the QRIIII could be used to test all 877 sixth- through eighth-grade students in a reasonable
amount of time. Each test would take approximately 25 minutes and would provide a
grade level score that could be used to determine tier placement. After the sixth-grade
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reading teacher did some extensive research on the QRI-III, the SST came together again
with all of the CMS reading teachers on October 18, 2007 to discuss the findings and
plan for the critical initial RtI presentation that would take place the following day.
During this meeting, it was decided that they would present the QRI-III
assessment as a viable option to the CMS staff and then get their feedback. A plan was
outlined as to how and when they would train CORE teachers (language arts, social
science, math and science), paraeducators and volunteer staff in administering the QRIIII if they obtained staff consensus for its use. Besides assessment, the following items
were also discussed pertaining to the new role of the SST.
1. Data-driven problem-solving focus instead of “gripe” session.
2. Determine criteria for support and student referrals to behavior and academic
skills programs.
3. Determine special education referral standards and the collection of
intervention data prior to referral.
4. Determine behavior interventions that the SST can consider before student
referrals to tier two and the Skills program.
5. Departments should be the first line of intervention in problem-solving issues
as a team before students are referred to the SST.
6. SST will meet at a predetermined time weekly, unless there are no issues or
students to be considered in an effort to promote consistency.
7. The SST should be involved in the whole RtI process; determining program
implementation strategies and tiered intervention placements, not just facilitating the final

76
problem-solving meeting.
Building Consensus
With the role of the restructured SST defined and a common focus for initial
implementation agreed upon, it was time to take the RtI model and vision to the CMS
staff. On October 19, 2007, the staff met before school. The assistant principal, who took
responsibility for moving this initiative forward, presented RtI to the staff and facilitated
a discussion about its possibilities for systematic school and student improvement using a
prepared power point to drive the discussion (see Appendix D).
This presentation gave a basic overview of the history and guiding principles
behind RtI. The sixth-grade reading teacher also presented the results of her research on
middle school level reading needs and the possibilities for assessing these needs. She
discussed her findings on the significance of addressing comprehension skills and
indicated that the most valid assessments in this area were those that were passage-based
like the QRI and the Direct Reading Assessment. For the most part, teachers agreed with
this philosophy and thought that it would be helpful to know whether or not students
were able to comprehend text and content based on a common assessment. Interview
respondents noted that this initial exposure to the RtI concepts and the need to focus on
comprehension made sense. Teachers, as mentioned previously, knew they had students
who were “falling through the cracks” or as the presentation indicated were “…floating
in a sea of ineligibility between general education and special education.”
Implementation of RtI would systematically provide tiered interventions to those students
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who were not at grade level but did not qualify for special education. As one seventhgrade language arts teacher noted, “…it would provide a means for intervening before
determining that a student needed to be evaluated for a possible learning disability.”
The core of this presentation centered on the essential need for assessing every
student in the school three times a year, and even more often when students were
receiving tier two and tier three interventions. The collected data would show progress or
the lack thereof. Teachers and the school SST would use this data to determine whether
or not the interventions should be discontinued and the student moved back to tier one
and the regular classroom setting. Conversely, it would also indicate if a student needed
to continue with the prescribed intervention(s) for a longer period, or whether the
intervention(s) should become more intense. This concept helped most of the teachers to
see the process as systematic, and that educational decisions for all students would
become the property of all staff, not just individual teachers.
During the course of this meeting, there were some staff members who needed to
have questions answered and their concerns addressed before they could weigh the
benefits with the discomfort of the change that the RtI process would bring. Most of these
teachers were concerned with the logistics or the “how” associated with RtI. As they later
noted during the interview process, their concerns were validated in this meeting. Each
perceived barrier was addressed with logic and referenced to the RtI research by the
presenters and other members of the SST. This made the movement toward change
palatable for them. The following are comments made during this initial presentation that
showed these concerns and the need for further understanding.
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“So, what will the “help” look like?”
“If we know students are doing well, do we still assess?”
“I know where my kids are just by working with them.”
“Couldn’t we just use classroom assignments, quizzes etc. as data to show
progress?”
“I feel like too much time will be spent testing when I could be teaching.”
“Who will do the assessing? Will I be testing my own students? Will others help
in the classroom while I am testing?”
“How are we going to start, and how are we going to do this with everything else
we do?”
“When would the tier two and tier three interventions take place?”
“Is there a computer-based-test that would mirror the QRI-III, the STAR or what
students would be tested for on end-of-levels (criterion referenced testing
administered to all students, grades 3-12, at the end of each school year)?”
Sensitive to staff concerns, the assistant principal validated each comment. She
recognized and noted that, “…it was because these teachers had a desire to meet the
needs of every student that they wanted the answers to the ‘how’ questions.” Arguably,
the two questions that were most important to moving the RtI implementation forward
were, (a) was it really important to assess all students, given the fact that teachers already
“knew” how their students were doing based on their performance when reading out loud
in class, and (b) what would the “help” for students look like? Most of the other questions
were in one way or another embedded within these two. Understanding that response to
intervention is first and foremost a systems change that includes meeting the needs of all
students, not just those who are at-risk academically, is tantamount to a successful
program. Until the staff at CMS determined student needs based on data gathered from
the same assessment delivered with fidelity to every student, school teams and individual
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teachers would only have a subjective idea or perception of where these kids were. To
move students forward, they would need a baseline that would show where every student
currently was performing in regards to reading comprehension. They could then monitor
progress and provide interventions based on the gathered data.
By the end of the October 19th meeting, teachers, for the most part, were onboard
with the process and it was determined that they would use the comprehension portion of
the QRI-III as the tool they would employ to benchmark every student at CMS. The
resource department was assigned to train the staff and other identified personnel and
volunteers on how to deliver the assessment. This training took place over the next two
weeks and teachers began assessing students November 1st. The goal was to have this
process completed before the Thanksgiving break, so that when the staff returned they
could look at the data within their grade level teams. These teams could then determine
what the tiered interventions would look like and which students would need to
participate in these interventions based on their QRI-III scores.
Initial Assessment and Benchmarking Processes
Considering the student population of 877 students, this was going to be a timeintensive task. To ensure all students were tested during this 3-week testing window, the
resource teachers made themselves available to help teachers accomplish this testing
goal. The local regional education center, Southwest Educational Development Center
(SEDC) helped by sending over their reading/literacy specialist to assess students.
Southern Utah University education students involved in student teaching at CMS at this
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time were also trained in the QRI-III administration. They not only helped with the
testing, but also facilitated class activities, which allowed teachers more time to assess.
At this point in the journey, the special education team worked closely with the assistant
principal to organize paraeducators and volunteers to facilitate the testing of all students.
These individuals were assigned to teaching teams or grade level PODS as they are
known at CMS. Assignments were based on the expressed needs of each teacher and
teaching teams. Classroom teachers took a close look at their curriculum for the three
week QRI-III testing period. Based on the possibilities of having paraeducators and
volunteers facilitate classroom activities, teachers then scheduled their time for testing
students accordingly. When they were needed in their classrooms to teach, students were
scheduled to complete their testing with either a trained paraeducator or one of the special
education teachers. The resource department orchestrated all of this scheduling. One of
the barriers that occurred, according to one of the special education teachers, was that
there were two teachers who procrastinated getting their schedules to the resource
department and therefore they had to scramble to get this teacher’s students tested within
the 3-week period. It was noted that only having to do this for two teachers out of the
entire faculty “…wasn’t bad.” They would work with these teachers during the second
round of testing in February to make sure this did not happen again.
Initial Data and Student Placement
Once the testing was completed, the scores were gathered and the resulting data
compiled. Staff teams then were able to determine the “how” part of implementation. The
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first step was to plan and conduct grade level RtI collaboration meetings. These meetings
were held on December 4th and 6th of 2007. The assistant principal and SST developed a
schedule for these days. Roving substitutes were then hired to take teacher’s classes while
they attended these meetings. During this time, grade level teams met throughout the day
to review the collected assessment data and determine the criteria for student placement
in tier two and tier three. The following represents the items covered on the agenda each
of these days.
1. Review of compiled student testing data
2. Discussion on tier placement criteria
3. Tiers two and three curriculum and who would deliver the curriculum
4. Discussion of when interventions should take place
5. Parent involvement and notification
It is important to note that the SST data specialist collected the student test scores from
each teacher and then graphed student data based on their performance at the QRI-III
instructional level (see Appendix E). Several of the teachers, after reviewing their student
data, commented on how they were surprised by some of their student’s scores. Based on
how students read during class, they assumed that they were able to comprehend at or
above grade level. One teacher noted, “one of my students, that I thought was doing well,
based on her reading fluency during class activities, scored low on the QRI-III and
showed that she was functioning below grade level.” This type of recognition caused
teachers to go back and take a look at these student’s past assignments and test scores.
With few exceptions, the comparison of these indicators showed that there was an
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apparent disconnect between perceived fluency and the ability to understand or
comprehend the core content. This recognition also helped to validate to teachers that all
students needed to be assessed to help determine ability. The aforementioned comparison
of the assessment results and student performance showed that these fluent students were
struggling with content. One teacher commented that, “It certainly will be much more
time consuming to test every student, but I don’t want to make incorrect assumptions
about ability based on what I ‘think’ I know.”
As each team looked at the QRI-III scores for their students, they made
preliminary decisions as to what would constitute appropriate student placement within
the tiers. During the sixth- and eighth-grade level discussions, the teams decided that if
students were functioning at the fifth-grade instructional level or above, their reading
needs could be met within the classroom or at tier one. If they were at a third- or fourthgrade instructional level then they would be recommended for tier two placement. If the
test scores showed them at a second grade instructional level or below, they would need
to be placed in the more intensive tier three interventions. The seventh grade team’s tier
placement determinations varied from the other two in that they felt that students who
were at a third grade instructional level or below, should be considered for tier three
placement. After seeing that the other grade level teams had chosen the second grade
instructional level as appropriate for tier three, they decided that they wanted to be
consistent school wide and would change their decision on tier three placements to the
second grade level as well. This ability to look at the data and then come to consensus
based on cross-team collaboration was a positive sign for the CMS administration and
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SST; teachers were catching the vision of the RtI process and the importance of schoolwide systems change.
Student Achievement Evidenced in Collected Data
The visual in Figure 3 shows the percentages for student placement within the
CMS three-tiered structure based on the collected data and team decisions on tier
placement—both at the beginning of implementation in December 2007 and then again at
the end of the first year efforts in May 2008. Response to Intervention research suggests
that in effective RtI programs where the efforts are school-wide, 80-85% of the student
population should have their educational needs met in Tier one or the general education
classroom. Tier two should be made up of 10-15% of all students and tier three should

Figure 3. CMS RtI beginning and ending reading comprehension data.
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include no more than 3-5%. The initial numbers for CMS show that their school
population and the way they divided students based on the initial testing data are close to
what the research indicates these percentages should be. Tier two is larger than it should
be in the beginning, before systematic interventions were initiated, but by the end of the
school year in 2008 the percentage is well below the accepted norm. Tier three is also
below the accepted number and the tier one population is well above the 80% mark.
This initial data has been encouraging to the administration and staff at CMS.
Movement within the tiers should be fluid and this data indicates that through their
intervention efforts, the CMS staff was able to meet the needs of a significant number of
students to the point of moving them out of tier two and into tier one: more in line with
the acceptable percentages associated with a successfully functioning RtI program. The
implications of the ending data to future CMS response to intervention efforts will be
discussed in Chapter V.
Table 6 shows the actual numbers represented in this chart and the improvement
percentages.
Now that the staff had actual students identified and could look at the numbers,
they were ready to discuss what the possible staff development needs for tier 1 might be,
in an effort to increase the number of students who could have their needs met within the
general education classroom. They also needed to decide on the curriculum to be used in
tiers two and three and when students would receive the interventions. Finally, they
needed a systematic process for informing parents about the RtI process and the possible
changes to their student’s schedule.
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Table 6
CMS Reading Comprehension Student Improvement Percentages (2007-08)
Grade
Tier 3 enrollment
6th
7th
8th
Total

Beginning

Ending

% Improvement

14
11
6
31

10
9
5
24

28.6%
18.2%
16.7%
22.6%

Tier 2 Enrollment
6th
7th
8th
Total

81
74
39
194

27
50
10
87

66.7%
32.4%
74.4%
55.2%

Total enrollment
Students
Tier 3
Tier 2
Tier 1

877
3.5%
21.3%
75.1%

887
2.7%
9.8%
87.5%

Tiered Instruction and Student Placement
First, it was decided that in an effort to meet the needs of more students within the
regular classroom, or tier one, after-school staff development needed to focus on
differentiation of the curriculum. The CMS staff had already been introduced to the
concepts of differentiation through district-wide efforts. The ideas were not new to them.
Differentiated instruction, as a teaching theory, is based on the premise that content,
process or pace should vary and be adapted in relation to individual and diverse students
in classrooms. Several of the teachers were already employing differentiation techniques
in their classrooms. These teachers would be called upon to share what they were doing
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with the rest of the staff in three planned meetings to be held after school during the
months of February, March and April of 2008. There was a consensus among the gradelevel-teams that this would be a good first step and they would come together at the end
of the school year to determine how this worked and the direction they needed to go
during the 2008/2009 school year to continue with this differentiated curriculum focus.
Next, possibilities for tier two and three curriculum were discussed. The resource
teachers had been using a couple of programs that they had found successful for the
special education students they served, and they were considered the experts in this
discussion. For tier two, they suggested the use of the Sopris West published curriculum
entitled Reading Rewards (2008). This program uses various reading comprehension
improvement strategies appropriate for small group settings. It also has a fluency
component that is tied to increasing comprehension skills. The school had already
purchased several of these programs, so there would be no added cost. Also, within the
structure of tier two and on a more limited basis tier three, the teams felt that the current
CMS study skills program that students were already being referred to based on
recommendations from the SST, would meet the criteria for appropriate interventions at
these levels. Referral forms and criteria for study skills placement would continue to be
accessed as in the past (see Appendix F).
Continuing with the tier three intervention choices for curriculum, the SST
decided to use the Reading Horizons (2009) computer-based curriculum. This program
focuses on phonemic awareness and basic decoding and fluency strategies. Students
would work in small groups (two to three students) and individually with the curriculum
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facilitator to improve basic reading skills. Again, this was a program that the resource
teachers were familiar with and were currently using with their students.
The third point of discussion centered on what was to become one of the most
difficult determinations of the infrastructure building process. The teams needed to find
time, within the regular school day, to provide the chosen interventions. The following
were points of consideration: were there preferable subjects that students could be taken
out of to provide needed reading interventions? How long would students need to be
taken out of identified classes, and could this process be made fluid so that if a student
showed significant gains before the end of any given quarter, they could return to their
original classes and be successful? Who would re-work student schedules? To address the
first of these issues, teams began to prioritize subjects according to whether or not
students were required to take an end-of-level test in that subject. Secondly, they
evaluated whether or not there was a significant literacy component in the considered
subject. According to these teams, the most logical classes to replace with interventions
were the Arts and the Family and Consumer Science and Technology (FACT) courses. It
was the teachers of these courses that, without exception, decided students would
ultimately do better in their classes if their reading skills were improved, and they
supported the final decision to place students in tier three interventions during the time
they would have participated in these elective courses. The implications and outcomes of
this decision are recorded in Chapter V. There certainly were reservations voiced by the
staff about the need to address the needs of the whole child and give them exposure to a
rich and varied curriculum. Ultimately, most indicated that they would be doing students
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a disservice to send them on to high school, where the curriculum and standards would be
more difficult, without addressing their needs in reading.
Next, it was decided that the school counselors, in collaboration with the tier two
and three intervention teachers would rework student schedules to ensure that the least
amount of disruption in the student’s school day occurred. Lastly, it was again the arts
and family and consumer science teachers, along with the intervention teachers and SST
who determined they would work together to decide with each individual student the best
time to transfer back into previously scheduled classes from the tier two intervention.
This decision would be based on monitored student progress within tier two and what
was happening within the regular classroom at the time of the considered transfer.
Parental Notification and Involvement
The final consideration during these meetings was how to explain RtI to parents
and more specifically to the parents whose students were identified as needing tier two or
tier three interventions. The collaboration teams recognized the need for consistency in
the delivered message and that it would be important to include parental input in their
processes. The school had included a parent from their community council from the
beginning, and used her input along with that of the sixth-grade reading teacher in
developing a script that teachers could use when calling parents that would give all of the
essential information and allow for them to ask questions if they needed (see Appendix
G). Along with contacting parents by phone, the team also felt it would be essential to
provide parents with some ideas of how they might support RtI at home. This prompted
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the same sixth grade reading teacher to put together suggestions for parents to promote
the improvement of fluency, comprehension and decoding skills and also increase
motivation as they worked with their students at home (see Appendix H). The school
principal showed his support of RtI by putting RtI updates in the monthly school
newsletter and an RtI informational brochure was sent to every student’s home (see
Appendixes I and J). Finally, the SST knew that parents would like to know how their
students were progressing. One of the tier two teachers consequently developed a
Response to Intervention Report Card that would be sent home after progress monitoring
was completed (see Appendix K). In an interview with a parent participant who also
volunteered with testing and in the Study Skills room, she commented that, “…as a
parent with students participating in tier two interventions, it is comforting to know that
their individual education needs are being met. They are receiving help based on data,
and the fact that the teachers are keeping me informed of progress all along the way is
wonderful.”
Collaboration Results
Much was accomplished during these collaboration meetings on December 4th
and 6th. Critical decisions were made in regards to process and how the CMS staff would
work together to promote student progress and improved achievement. Ownership in the
RtI process at CMS was solidified because of increased staff and parent involvement.
The next step would be to reconvene the SST. Before the staff left for winter break, they
met and, led again by the assistant principal and special education teachers, the team
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made decisions as to student placement within the tier two and tier three programs. They
discussed how much time would be needed within each of these groups. It was decided
that tier two could be done during the DEAR (Drop Everything And Read) silent reading
time two times a week for 45 minutes. The school’s ESL coordinator commented, “We
have our students read silently for 30 minutes three times a week. Couldn’t we use this
time to have students, in need of small group instruction, meet in tier two interventions?”
Many on the staff noted that tier three would need to be more time intensive. Based on
the arts and family and consumer science teachers’ previous input, they agreed that
students would need to be taken out of one of their elective courses until they progressed
sufficiently to move to tier two and back to their previously scheduled class. The band
teacher said, “I’m “ok” with that. These kids need to have the basics.” It was also
determined, at this time, who would teach the curriculum and monitor student progress
within the tiers. Two of the resource teachers would take the tier two students and the
other two would facilitate tier three. One of them noted, “We already use these
intervention programs with the resource students. It just makes sense that we are the ones
who deliver the curriculum.” Criteria was then established for the amount of progress
necessary before students could return to tier one from tier two and also what progress
would be necessary to step down to tier two from tier three.
The next task for the SST was to meet with the school guidance counselors when
they returned from the winter break the first week in January. At this time, they
developed a form to organize student placement within tiers two and three (see Appendix
L). Once the groups were established, the student lists were given to the classroom
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teachers so that they could contact parents using the aforementioned developed script. It
was also decided at this time that intervention groups would begin meeting the third week
in January 2008. Knowing that they would continue to identify students throughout the
year, they also constructed a SST referral form and list of viable classroom interventions
that teachers and administrators would use when they had significant concerns about
student progress. The team used the current special education intervention form as their
template, and made a concerted effort to include all of the essential components of this
document so that the one new referral form could also double as file documentation if a
student was referred for special education services in the future (see Appendix M).
During these discussions with counselors, the current school behavior skills
program kept surfacing. The team recognized, from experience, that students had
behavior issues that stemmed from academic and social interaction deficiencies. They
determined that the behavior skills program should also be considered as a tier two
intervention. This program has existed at the school since its inception; therefore,
schedules, forms, and criteria for student placement, performance, and reentry to the
regular classroom were already established (see Appendix N). This recognition again
helped the CMS staff see that they already had some effective intervention procedures in
place, and that RtI implementation was helping to bring cohesion to existing processes. In
a focus group held at the end of the 2007/2008 school year, the school’s assistant
principal commented that, “for optimum student progress, all CMS intervention programs
are interconnected and focused on providing students with individualized remediation as
effectively and efficiently as possible; thus, returning the student to the regular classroom
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in a timely manner.”
Both the Skill Building and Academic Study Hall programs were key components
of CMS’s continued RtI efforts. They share common goals for student success, and they
address specific behavioral and academic needs of students through intensive remediation
outside the regular classroom. Figure 4 shows the commonalities.
True to the RtI model research, as students demonstrate substantial improvement of their
deficiency, they return to the regular tier one classroom environment where they continue
to practice newly acquired skills while being held accountable for their behavior and/or
academic progress.
At the conclusion of this meeting, a draft of the CMS RtI 3 tier model and a diagnostic
standard treatment protocol that portrays the connection between initial universal
screening and placement within the tiers had been developed. It was ready to be taken to
the staff during their January 28th faculty meeting (see Appendices O and P).
The staff then met in their departments on this date, and were given an agenda
Providing essential tools for student success!

Figure 4. Skill building/study hall diagram.

93
with specific survey questions to address concerning development of testing protocols
and a proposed timeline that would accommodate their school-wide needs (see Appendix
Q). From this agenda, each group developed answers and a plan that was then submitted
to the SST. Proffered suggestions and answers to the agenda questions were then
compiled (see Appendix R). This compilation was then examined and discussed by the
SST, along with the assistant principal and department chairs. Based on this discussion
the team constructed an RtI Reading Model Assessment Timeline. This timeline outlined
the RtI standards, described a three-year progress monitoring of students based on the
testing data and identified the assessment tools to be used and when those assessments
would be given.
The most consistent of concerns expressed in the aforementioned survey was that
of time spent in assessing every student. Several teachers commented that they felt there
could be alternate ways to obtain the essential information needed. The SST determined
that these concerns could become obstacles to sustaining RtI, if they were not addressed
satisfactorily and in a timely manner. In an effort to decrease the amount of time testing
all students during the second of the three QRI administrations, the team decided, based
on input from the SEDC literacy specialist and Southern Utah University Elementary
Education department professors, that they would give the silent comprehension portion
of the test. This could be done with entire classes at the same time. Thus, teachers would
not need to adjust their curriculum to be out of the class for 3 weeks like they did in
November during the first testing window. Loss of teaching had been the main concern
expressed by departments in the aforementioned survey. They would only need to set
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aside one day to assess, and then paraeducators and the resource department teachers
could facilitate testing those students that had been absent.
Professional Development
During this process of collaboration and program and infrastructure building, staff
development on differentiation was also taking place at after school faculty meetings, as
was decided back in December. The first of these sessions was held on February 11,
2008. The agenda for the afternoon included a brief discussion of the tier two curriculum
that students placed in tier-two intervention groups had already begun. The special
education teacher who was facilitating this tiered instruction led this discussion. She
acknowledged the developers of the program and explained that the basic premise was to
work with students on multi-syllabic word reading strategies. She then gave a brief
description of the process, and explained how individual student goals for letter
recognition, fluency and comprehension mastery were determined. An outline of specific
lesson activities was also discussed.
The second part of the afternoon was spent with one of CMS’s social studies
teachers instructing on reciprocal teaching. This is a research-based instructional strategy
that promotes differentiation of the curriculum (Palincsar, 1986, pp. 19-20). Briefly
defined, it is an instructional activity that takes place in the form of a dialogue between
teachers and students regarding segments of text. The dialogue is structured by the use of
four strategies: summarizing, question generating, clarifying, and predicting. The teacher
and students take turns assuming the role of teacher in leading this dialogue. The purpose
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of reciprocal teaching is to facilitate a group effort between teacher and students as well
as among students in the task of bringing meaning to the text. The other two staff
development sessions focused on the following topics.
1. Developing phonemic awareness and phonics skills in emerging readers
2. Making all kids fluent readers
3. Comprehension strategies for developing readers
4. Developing vocabulary in the middle school classroom
Each of these topics continued to support the strategies of differentiation during tier one
classroom instruction. Teachers from every grade level participated in sharing what was
working in their classrooms. Several of the teachers who participated in the end-of-year
focus group commented on how beneficial these meetings were. “Suggestions for doable
strategies were given; so I felt comfortable trying them in my classroom the next day
with the curriculum that I already had planned.”
Participant Thoughts and Perceptions
With a shared vision, consensus on proposed infrastructure and processes in
place, and efforts toward continued implementation and development occurring, many
teachers were feeling more secure and confident in their combined efforts. There were
still some concerns being expressed by a few teachers, but the language of RtI was
becoming familiar and its precepts were being connected to current practice. The
evidence of orchestrated chaos, struggle, and positive outcomes could be found in
responses given during interviews and actions observed during meeting observations.
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When asked, “What do you see as the greatest challenge(s) you have faced with this
process?” the following responses were given.
“Finding funding sources to implement great ideas.”
“Being able to catch the vision and wanting to know how.”
“Hearing a few teachers making negative comments about how this was just
another program.”
“Huge time commitment for testing and communication issues with volunteers
and paraeducators.”
“Not having enough help sometimes to implement all I wanted to do in tier two.”
“Helping teachers understand that being out of the classroom is necessary.”
“Adjusting my schedule and managing my time better.”
“Time intensity for testing students and gathering and publishing data.”
“Defining my role and finding a balance between managing and mentoring.”
“The ‘real’ work of scheduling trainings and preparation of materials for
implementation in such a short amount of time.”
“RtI takes lots of work and effort. It took me out of my comfort zone.”
“Being able to match instruction to student abilities in each tier”
Confronting negative attitudes, managing time and workload along with communication
issues amongst the entire faculty, seem to be central to the real and perceived challenges.
Each of these will take time to work through and resolve, and comfort in the process will
only come through continued resolve and effort. Much of this resolve will be
accomplished as student outcomes are shared through problem-solving efforts that result
in increased student achievement. Evidence of this resolve can be found in the responses
to the question “What do you see as the greatest success you have achieved with the RtI
process?” The following are samples of those responses.
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“Students who have participated in the tiered interventions do what they need to
do and then they don’t return.”
“Seeing the connection between students becoming responsible for their own
behaviors and then performing better academically.”
“Seeing students return to my band class after participating in tier two better
prepared and motivated to do well musically.”
“Finding struggling students and being able to help. They progress significantly in
tier two and then are able to tell their parents about their progress during SEOP
meetings. They are proud of their accomplishments.”
“Seeing kids jump two and three grade levels in their reading comprehension
abilities.”
“Few students served in tier two stagnated. Most improved at least one grade
level.”
“Two students with the significant disability classification were able to improve
two grade levels. Previously, my kids were not given the interventions because of
perceived inabilities to learn. Attitudes are changing.”
“Seeing less and less of the ‘dumb kid’ attitude in students.”
The prevalent message found amidst these responses is that students are experiencing
success, and in some cases, this has led to increased teacher effectiveness and improved
positive behaviors in students, according to school administrators and the SST.
Celebrating and Future Plans
During the final RtI staff meeting held on April 23, 2008, these challenges were
discussed and successes celebrated. It was also a time of debriefing on the RtI processes
of securing consensus, infrastructure building and implementation. Data were reviewed
and considerations and additions for the 2008/2009 school year were discussed.
At the end of April 2009, the administrators brought their staff together for the
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final time to discuss and debrief their RtI school improvement efforts and the data
associated with these efforts. Review of basic implementation standards and
considerations and additions for the 2008/2009 school year were the topics that drove this
discussion. Central to the discussion on implementation was that any future RtI
programming decisions that were made needed to always be linked to their school
systems. Operating in isolation was no longer a part of their school culture. Several
teachers, as evidenced in the earlier recorded interview answers, were still trying to
understand why all students needed to be a part of RtI and more specifically the
assessment and progress monitoring components. It was determined that administrators
and other staff members who had not struggled with this concept would need to continue
to reinforce the importance of knowing where every student at the school was both
academically and behaviorally. This was the only way to ensure that students did not
continue or begin to fall through the cracks. The argument was made that other schools in
the district only assessed and progress monitored those students that continued to be at
risk of falling further behind. The school principal countered this observation by
addressing the need to tailor their RtI efforts to CMS’s specific goals and needs. When
they began this journey, they had come to the consensus that it was important to follow
the progress of every student so that no matter where they were academically and/or
behaviorally they would be afforded the opportunities to improve. It was now critical to
remain unified on testing procedures to maintain data integrity and make accurate
decisions for student placement. Most staff members agreed.
Further comments were made about how difficult it was to justify taking so much
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time testing students. One teacher suggested that yes, there had been several components
to this implementation process that had been difficult, but he appreciated that they were
working to find solutions and not “giving up.” At this point, teachers began to share
success stories about increased awareness not only on their part, but also in regards to
parents and students: awareness of where they were academically and the strategies and
tools that they now had at their disposal to combat deficiencies.
This conversation on assessment led to the second part of this debriefing and
focused on considerations and additions for next year’s efforts. Possible solutions for
addressing the time-out-of-class issue voiced by teachers were as follows.
1. A revised testing timeline for 08/09 that would begin in September instead of
October/November so that beginning data could be delivered to the data teams the week
of Labor Day. The second round of assessments for seventh- and eighth-grade students
would be given during the second two weeks of December and the data delivered to data
teams to be compiled the week before they went on Winter Break. The third and final
QRI for sixth-grade students would be done the last 2 weeks of February and the first
week in March and the data given to the data teams by the end of March. Then gradelevel teams could look at scores and tier placement before the end-of-level testing began
the middle of April.
2. Teachers must test to the frustration level when administering the Oral QRI in
order to have an accurate instruction level representation.
3. During the 08/09 school year, the SST and administration will research the
Group Reading Assessment and Diagnostic Evaluation (GRADE, 2009). Current thinking
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is that this tool might be able to replace the silent QRI that the school is using. It can be
given to an entire class at one time and would save hours and possibly days in time spent
testing. It is a normative diagnostic reading assessment that determines developmentally
what skills students from Pre-K through 12 have mastered and where they need
instruction or intervention. It is touted as being scientifically researched and is being used
in a few districts in the northern part of the state.
4. Depending on the outcomes of the GRADE research and determination, the
current STAR testing may be eliminated.
5. The current RtI paraeducator will assume more responsibility for testing
individual students next year.
6. Based on the collected data next year, the staff felt that they might want to
reconsider the current criteria for student placement within the tiers. “Do we want to raise
the bar?”
7. The SST will look at school facilities to designate quieter areas for testing.
8. The SST will continue to work toward becoming a true problem-solving team.
An emphasis for next year will be in following-up with teachers as to the effectiveness of
tried interventions and student progression within tier one.
In the area of communication and parent involvement there were two concerns
expressed as to improvement for the 2008-09 school year. First, administrators reiterated
the importance of keeping parents informed during the RtI process. The school’s
principal noted that, “I only had two negative calls with our RtI process and both of them
were from parents who felt like they had been left out of the loop and weren’t kept
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informed.” He suggested that notification should always be given before students are
placed in tiers two and three, and that parents should be provided with “a description of
the interventions and their purpose.” Several staff members commented that the tier
instructors should give a copy of the intervention progress reports to parents as well as
the classroom teachers involved. The principal committed to “continue giving RtI
information and updates in the school newsletter” and the assistant principal said she
would “keep the school’s Community Council informed as to program changes and
collected data.” She noted, “this will be important as decisions are made during council
meetings about appropriate land trust expenditures and linking those allocations to RtI
and school improvement efforts.”
As the staff continued to discuss possible RtI program improvements for next
year, the tier three instructor and ESL coordinator, who also teaches language arts,
proposed that they develop an English acquisition language arts course that all of the ELL
students who were at the pre emergent, emergent and intermediate levels as defined by
the state, would take in place of a regular language arts class. This would allow the
school to satisfy the 45-minute a day requirement for these students in language
acquisition and give focus to the tier-three efforts of this population. When they looked at
the enrollment in tier three for the 2007-08 school year, the majority of these students
were ELL, thus justifying the development of the added ESL course. The rest of the
faculty felt this was a good “next step” for their tier three programs.
Finally, this debriefing discussion addressed proposed topics for the 08/09 schoolwide professional development focus. Most of this centered on the need for teachers to
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become more knowledgeable and experienced in the curriculum delivered in the tier two
and tier three intervention groups. Several teachers felt that they could use the literacy
strategies and concepts associated with these programs with all of their students.
Incorporation of phonemic awareness, comprehension and vocabulary curriculum into
their lesson plans would only help to reinforce what students were learning in tiered
instruction. This would provide an added element of practice within the regular
classroom for students and help students to generalize what was being taught in
intervention groups. The tier two and tier three instructors were given the charge to work
with the assistant principal and reading teachers to put together next year’s staff
development curriculum.
Along with this need for further instruction in the tier curriculum, it was also
suggested that more training on delivering the QRI would be helpful. Some teachers were
feeling more comfortable than others in their ability to administer this with full integrity.
In order to provide an added measure of validity to the testing data, all staff would need
to experience the same level of comfort while testing students. The resource department
offered to conduct a survey of staff involved in assessing students. Based on the input
provided by the survey, they would then design two to three professional development
sessions focused on testing administration for both the QRI and the new GRADE
assessment tools.
The final agenda item proved to be a time of celebration for the CMS staff. The
assistant principal, who directed a good part of the RtI implementation efforts, shared the
resulting data as depicted in Figure 3 and Table 6. The fact that the combined efforts of
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the staff led to a 12.4% gain in student needs being met within tier one and the regular
classroom was significant. This realization then prompted teachers to begin sharing
anecdotal data about specific students that they worked with and the improvement that
was achieved. Stories about parents who were calling administrators and teachers to
thank them for efforts in their student’s behalf were also related.
The assistant principal concluded this meeting by thanking each member of this
staff for their hard work and continued support of the RtI school improvement efforts.
She asked if the teachers, as a whole, felt that this hard work had been “worth it”.
Although there were a few remarks that showed two teachers, in particular, still had
reservations about the process, there was a preponderance of responses affirming that
their efforts needed to continue. When asked to show by a raise of hands whether or not
they should continue and even “ramp up” their efforts, every hand came up. Some of
these were probably a result of peer pressure and not wanting to be the negative voice in
the crowd. However, the administration and SST were encouraged by the support. Based
on the comments made during the focus group held earlier in the month with this team,
they were ready to make the suggested changes, work through whatever barriers would
arise, continue to collect data and tackle the second year of implementation.
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CHAPTER V
STUDY FINDINGS AND CONCLUSIONS
The purpose of this chapter is to proffer some conclusions based on the collected
data and analysis of that data within the current CMS qualitative case study setting. The
following is a review of the study’s central question and subquestions:
1. Would the RtI process successfully translate to the secondary school setting?
a. Why did CMS choose to employ the RtI model?
b. What were the existing perceptions of RtI amongst the study’s
stakeholders?
c. What practices and strategies did they implement on a school-wide basis
to help students succeed academically and behaviorally?
d. What were the obstacles to implementation?
e. What are the implications for implementation?
The latter three of these subquestions serve as the basis for this chapter’s discussion with
an emphasis on the implications for future practice at the school, and within the Iron
County School District. As reported in chapter three, analysis of the data collected during
the interview and focus group processes and a review of the field notes collected during
key meetings and critical conversations, revealed that CMS’s RtI implementation efforts
could be categorized as either an accomplishment or a barrier to program
implementation. What is important to note is that some of the barriers proved to be
catalysts for future accomplishments. These two factors will be embedded in the current
discussion. The structure of this chapter will be shaped by briefly reviewing key data
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recorded and discussed in chapters three and four. Following this review will be a
reporting of the efforts and changes in practice within each of the three tiers and will
conclude with an overall summary of the study’s implications for further research and
practice.
RtI Implementation Results at the Secondary Level
First, and central to the case study, was an examination of whether or not RtI, as
a systematic process implemented in an effort to meet the educational needs of all
students, could be successfully implemented at the secondary level. As noted previously,
response to intervention as a multi-tiered system for delivering literacy-focused services
at the elementary level, has been working in schools and districts throughout the country
for more than twenty years. The literature presented in chapter two of this study indicates
that the research surrounding this effort has reported significant gains in student
achievement through the collected data. A model for service delivery that is based on the
needs of secondary schools and the students they serve has not yet been developed, other
than scattered research indicating that the prospects for success have been noted and there
will continue to be challenges to face that are unique to the secondary school setting.
CMS needed to examine their current practices in regards to RtI implementation,
and determine whether or not the attributes proffered by Kovaleski (2003) and listed on
pages 30 and 31 of this study were now a part of the school’s culture for serving students.
These attributes essentially promote using a scientific approach to problem solving,
implementing interventions designed to meet individual student needs, developing and
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implementing a system for monitoring progress and then bringing the data together in a
team environment with critical stakeholders to make informed educational decisions in
behalf of the individual student. Each of these attributes are discussed in the findings that
will be presented in this chapter.
Although the primary intent of this study was not to measure the effectiveness of
RtI efforts at CMS, it is important to examine the preliminary data collected by the school
as an indicator of whether or not implementation is not only possible, but is a viable
consideration as a necessary “next step” for secondary schools in their school-wide
improvement efforts. Administrators and teachers at the middle school level need to
know that their hard work and effort is paying off in increased student performance and
measured readiness for the high school experience.
As reported in Figure 3 and Table 6, CMS was able to show student progress and
movement within the tiered structure, which indicates their initial efforts focusing on
reading comprehension improvement, made a difference in individual student
achievement. By recording student progress, as measured by student QRI comprehension
scores administered three times throughout the school year, CMS was able to move
12.4% of the students who were initially identified as needing tier two interventions, back
into the tier one structure of the general education classroom. These students progressed
sufficiently to have their educational needs met in the regular classroom without the need
for small group instruction. In addition, .8% of the students who were placed in the tierthree intervention class were able to move out of this group and into the tier-two structure
to have their literacy needs met in a less restrictive environment. As outlined in Chapter
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IV, students placed in tier three were taken out of an elective class so that they could
participate in the intervention class everyday for one full class period.
Tier Three
At the beginning of CMS’s RtI implementation during the second quarter of
2007-08, a few of the teachers who taught elective courses expressed concern with the
practice of taking students out of these classes. In the end, the general consensus was that
if students became better readers, their performance within their elective courses would
more than likely improve. During an interview conducted with one of the school’s band
teachers at the end of the year, this point was validated. He stated, “Two of the three
students that had been taken out of band during the third quarter and placed in the tier
three class, were able to return to band 4th quarter based on their progress in tier three.”
Upon their return, he noticed, “They came to class better prepared and their performance
in class improved significantly. He noted, “These student’s daily attendance rates
increased, and their classroom behavior and grades improved.”
During the final focus group held in May of 2008, this topic was broached again
in a group setting. Without exception, the improvement that teachers and counselors saw
in the students who returned to elective classes after participating in tier three, far
outweighed the inconvenience of not having them in class for a couple of months and
having to make adjustments to student schedules. As one teacher expressed, “It was hard
adjusting classroom groups to accommodate students being taken out of class for tiered
instruction, but when they returned, it was evident that they were more involved in class
activities and had more confidence to “speak up” during discussions.” Scheduling was
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identified, initially, as a barrier to implementation, and the school’s SST and
administrators considered these comments to be positive reinforcement that the new RtI
practices for tier three placement were not only being accepted, but would continue to be
supported.
Another implication for future practice not only at CMS, but also for Iron County
District and perhaps others who choose to implement RtI school-wide and district-wide
was identified as a result of placing students with significant cognitive disabilities, when
appropriate, into the tier three class. Students, who had previously been considered
“unreachable” in regards to their capacity to learn to read, were given a chance to work
with a reading endorsed teacher and prove their capabilities. Browder and Spooner
(2006) noted:
We have little information about predictors of future reading success, yet we
know that there are large individual differences in children’s responsiveness to
reading instruction. In addition, we do not have a complete picture of the rate at
which students with significant cognitive disabilities can be expected to master
phonics and other reading skills. There are also gaps in knowledge related to the
optimal amount of practice required to master skills and how these translate to
support a student reaching his or her optimal reading level. (p. 103)
The two students from the severe disabilities class, who were identified for placement in
tier three, had been classified as having an intellectual disability; using state and federal
guidelines and evaluation results. According to the student’s special needs teacher, “both
of them made reading level progress during their time in tier three.” In previous years,
such progress had eluded them based on the above-mentioned gaps in educators’
knowledge about appropriate service intensity. The measured progress, in part, was the
result of giving these students the opportunity to work intensively everyday with a
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reading teacher. “I was not a reading teacher, so my skills were limited,” admitted the
special needs teacher. “The progress of these two students was motivation enough for me
to get my reading endorsement so that I could help others.” She recognized that
placement within the tier three structure and classroom gave them the opportunity to go
beyond their perceived abilities. Their recorded improvement provides the necessary data
to move all schools in Iron County toward including, when appropriate, students with
more significant disabilities and needs into the tier three classroom. As CMS moves
toward implementing RtI with math this coming year, they will be extending these
services to these same students and collecting data on their progress to share with district
schools.
Further examination of the data surrounding CMS’s tier three efforts indicated
that 92% of the students identified, also qualified for ESL services under the standards
recognized by the federal government and supported by the state of Utah under Title III.
This realization prompted the school’s ESL coordinator to go to the tier-three teacher,
who was also a resource teacher at the school, and discussed how they might better meet
the needs of this student population. The Title III federal guideline suggested that
students identified, as ELL through state developed evaluations, must receive a minimum
of 45 minutes of English language acquisition instruction daily. Until this point in time,
CMS had organized a study hall for ELL students, but the primary focus of this class was
not language acquisition, it was geared toward helping students complete homework and
class assignments and instruct them in organization skills. While these activities were
beneficial for the students enrolled, they did not teach them the English language, and
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more importantly the academic language that would help them to succeed in school and
become more culturally acclimated in their communities now and in the future.
This discussion led to the idea of combining a tier three literacy program for ELL
students with their required Language Arts core instruction. The ESL coordinator is also
a language arts teacher, and, therefore, has the ability to differentiate the core based on
student language needs. The tier three teacher will work in tandem with her to meet
student literacy needs using the ESL component of the tier three curriculum. Data were
collected during the 2008-09 school year to gauge the success of this effort and then
shared with the district ESL coordinator so that the implications for practice in other
district secondary schools could be determined. The combining of these efforts was the
most significant change that CMS made in their tier three structure. More collaboration
and specialized curriculum delivery based on the current student population needs, moves
the school toward a more systematic RtI process. The CMS staff looked at the data and
then made student-centered decisions: a clear indicator that the problem-solving model
included in chapter three of the current study is being used within the structure of the
school’s tier three efforts.
Tier Two
As previously reported, students were placed in tier two interventions based on
the results of the first QRI score they earned when initial benchmarking was completed
school-wide during the month of November 2007. Grade-level teams determined that all
students who scored between at the third and fourth grade levels on the comprehension
portion of this assessment would be given 20 minutes of small group instruction each day
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during silent reading time (DEAR). The intervention teacher and assigned paraeducators
used the Reading Rewards (2008) curriculum for the core of their instruction, and student
progress was monitored bi-monthly. Based on recorded and sustained improvement, the
SST then determined whether or not a student could be moved out of the tier two
interventions and back to the regular class activities. End-of-year data showed that 12.4%
of these students were able to move out of tier two. This brought the school’s percentage
of tier one students into the research-based acceptable range of more than 80% having
their educational needs met within the general education classroom.
As teachers met together with school administrators, they were given the
opportunity to debrief the RtI process, specific to the tier two efforts. As a whole, they
recognized the significant student gains and celebrated anecdotal data related to the
shared statistics. They determined that students who may not have been considered to be
struggling with reading previously, were identified and served because of the school-wide
testing of every student. Along with stories of success also came the expression of
continued concerns and frustration about the amount of time it took to do these
assessments. Many could not reconcile the out-of-class time with student gains. One staff
member said, “I know we have experienced success, but I still feel guilty being out of
class for such a long time testing each student. Can’t we find a better way? Isn’t there a
research-based testing tool that we can give our whole class at one time?”
As they began to consider possible solutions for their concerns, it was evident that
the school would need to find a more streamlined process for testing all 877 students in
the future. After meeting with reading experts at Southern Utah University and doing

112
some research on assessments that could be given to an entire class instead of one-onone, they found a viable alternative to the silent QRI and would use the GRADE tool
beginning in the 2008/2009 school year.
Further, CMS has collaborated with their feeder elementary schools to articulate
the need for testing every fifth-grade student during the final quarter of the school year.
This data can then be used to determine sixth-grade student placement in the middle
school before the first day of school. The tier two groups can be organized based on
incoming student needs. This change in the process would mean that the 6th grade core
teachers would only need to test students who may have missed the fifth grade end-ofyear testing or had moved into the district after the spring testing date(s). The GRADE
assessment would then be given midyear, which would only take one full day of class
time. The final assessment would be given using the help of resource teachers and trained
paraeducators the beginning of April before end-of-level testing began. The group
estimated that this could be done within a week’s time. These proposed changes would
mean that the time out of the classroom for teachers would go from approximately 12 to
15 days to 5 days.
The same types of considerations were made with the seventh and eighth grade
teachers. Each grade level would use the final test of the previous year to determine
student placement within the tiers. The GRADE assessment would be given after winter
break and resource teachers and paraeducators would help with the final spring
assessment. The dates would be staggered by grade level beginning the last week of
March and concluding before the third week in April before end-of-levels began.
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Ultimately, teachers and administrators were pleased with these decisions and the
prospects for the following year.
The second part of the RtI process addressed during this collaboration was the
possibility of using the tier-two curriculum within the regular classroom to provide
continuity of services delivered during the school day. Teachers felt that students needed
to be able to generalize the strategies and concepts learned during tier two instruction. As
one teacher commented, “If I knew how to use the tier two curriculum strategies, then I
could use them with all my kids.” It was decided that providing staff development and
instruction using the Reading Rewards (2008) program as the curriculum would be a
good use of faculty meeting time twice a month. It was suggested that the resource
teachers who had experience with these methods would be the instructors for these
opportunities.
The majority of the teachers also wanted to build-in a coaching piece to this
project. The ESL coordinator noted, “An important part of using sheltered instruction
strategies in the classroom is that teachers should be allowed to observe each other in the
classroom setting as they are putting into practice the Sheltered Instruction and
Observation Protocol (SIOP) techniques they learn in class.” The principal suggested that
they designate some trust lands funds to hire substitutes to fill-in for teachers while they
do observations in classrooms where the teacher was using the Reading Rewards (2008)
curriculum and SIOP model strategies. Then, after-school RtI collaboration time could be
used, at times, for teachers to discuss what they observed. Expert teachers, which consists
mostly of the resource department and those who have their ESL endorsement, could then
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do teacher observations with the teachers learning the strategies, and give input on these
observations during the same collaboration meetings.
This proposed process would also move the school closer to mirroring Utah’s
Academic/Behavior/Coaching intervention model. Teachers will work with
administrators at all grade levels to implement this staff development initiative beginning
in the late fall of 2008. The group also decided that they might want to look at following
the same model of staff development with the tier three curriculum during the 2009-10
school year, depending on the results of this initial effort.
This staff development piece, along with the realignment of testing dates and the
change in the assessment tools, were the two most significant changes to current practice
and would have the most implications to what the school had initially instituted during
the first year of RtI implementation. Data collection and further school-wide
conversations and collaboration will help to determine the outcomes of the proposed
changes. Significant to this conversation is recognizing that the school, as a whole, is
meeting to discuss continued improvement. Teachers and administrators feel comfortable
enough with the process to voice concerns that can ultimately lead to further program
improvement.
Tier One
Of the three tiers, tier one seems to be the most neglected in regards to discussions
about specific procedures to ensure implementation integrity, and it receives less teaming
time during teacher and whole-staff collaboration meetings. During consensus-building
meetings, discussions about various facets of implementation and focus groups and

115
teacher interviews, much of the conversation centered on tiers two and three and setting
up processes for student placement within the tiers. Decisions were made as to the
amount of students to put in each group and the curriculum that would be used. As
mentioned previously, the assessment process and how it would be managed was a topic
that was addressed and revisited often. Tier one, through observation and the staff’s own
admission, took a lesser role. Examination of the phenomenon brings the realization that
there is a school-wide expectation that every child in every classroom is, or should be,
receiving effective instruction that is delivered by a highly qualified and effective
teacher. Displayed attitudes of most teachers showed an assumption that most student’s
academic and social needs were being met through differentiation of the curriculum and
artful classroom management.
During one of the final staff meetings of the 2007/2008 school year, the assistant
principal broached this issue of seeming neglect to tier one and one teacher responded
with the following.
I feel the lack of discussion surrounding this tier was probably a result of naturally
prioritizing those issues surrounding RtI that needed the most attention. The
teaching of all students within a regular education classroom is what we do every
day. There’s already a procedure in place for tier one, and there shouldn’t be a
question about whether a child should be placed in the general education
classroom, except in the case of students with significant disabilities.
It was concluded in this meeting that directing initial efforts to closing the gaps in
services through attention to tiers two and three, instead of focusing on tier one classroom
instruction, was a good first move, schoolwide. They knew that it was going to take 3-5
years, as research shows, to implement RtI fully at CMS. They concluded that they had
accomplished much in their effort to develop an RtI plan and begin to work that plan.
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Several other teachers agreed with this analysis and suggested that their plan for next year
should include the development of processes to collaborate and team to problem solve
classroom instruction issues. The following were identified as effective tier one supported
practices and programs currently functioning at CMS.
1. The newly implemented Iron County teacher evaluation process based on the
Utah Professional Teacher Standards and Continuum of Teacher Development.
2. 2007/2008 staff development focus on the differentiation of instruction to be
continued during the 2008/2009 school year.
3. Teacher support of student placement within tiers two and three.
Both administration and teaching staff felt that the new teacher evaluation tool could
serve as the basis for individual teacher improvement. “We don’t need to reinvent the
wheel for this to happen” a math teacher noted. The group decided that, the Iron County
Supervisory Teacher Evaluation Process (ISTEP) is currently structured so that teachers,
depending on years of service, are observed and evaluated either once or twice a year. In
consultation with their administrator, they meet to discuss the results of the evaluation
after is has been completed, and at the end of the school year they meet again in an exit
interview to determine and set a specific goal that the teacher would like to attend to in
the coming year, based on an observed skill or standard that could use improvement.
Secondly, the staff was pleased with the direction their staff development had
taken during the 2007-08 school year and the focus on differentiated instruction. They
concluded that they should continue to develop the skills necessary to use these strategies
more effectively in their classrooms. Several teachers who had more experience and

117
training in differentiation were identified and will work with the assistant principal to
develop a staff development plan for the coming year. There was also a discussion on
adding a coaching element to the process. Teachers felt that if they could observe these
“master” teachers as they taught and have them observe them as they tried the new
strategies with their students they could learn from each other. Staff members agreed this
would be the next logical step in promoting improvement in instruction at the classroom
and individual teacher level. The school principal noted that he “[would] work with
budgets and schedules to facilitate this process.”
Next, there was a brief discussion on what was and was not working when
determining placement for tier two and three students. As mentioned previously, the
majority of the staff, although hesitant and apprehensive at first, had noticed a marked
difference in student performance and behavior after participating in these interventions.
That improvement outweighed the inconvenience of moving students in and out of
elective classes. One gap in services that was identified, at this time, was that of the tier
two structure. Most teachers expressed an interest in finding ten more minutes within the
school day that could be added to the current 30-minute schedule designated for tier two
interventions. One teacher asked, “Why can’t we cut time off the seven minute passing
periods to add another ten minutes?” Administrators concluded that they would work
during the summer to see if they could find more time during the day and bring back
options to the staff in the opening meetings for 2008-09.
As this meeting concluded, both administrators and teachers felt it would be
important to implement a process for problem-solving tier one issues as they moved
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toward a stronger more comprehensive RtI program at CMS. They discussed how the
problem-solving model was working with their SST efforts when individual students
were discussed during team meetings and decisions were made for tier placement and
interventions. When it came to what was happening in the classroom to meet the needs of
all students, teachers were not collaborating and making decisions based on data about
improvement in instruction. One teacher noted:
We are all teaching the Utah Core Curriculum and have mapped that curriculum
so that, for instance, all Language Arts teachers are teaching sentence structure
and the six traits writing skills at the same time. If we were to use a common
assessment to evaluate student achievement in these areas and compare student
performance, we would be able to identify each teacher’s strengths and possible
areas of concern.
The group felt they could then share what they had been doing in their classrooms that
would be considered indicators of effective teaching. Teachers whose students were
perhaps struggling, overall, with certain concepts, could then learn from teachers, as
proven by the data, had mastered effective teaching strategies in these areas.
Without exception, this idea seemed to make sense to teachers and administrators
in the room. The logistics of such a proposal would need to be worked out, and the
following questions were discussed.
1. When would this collaboration take place within the school day?
2. How often would they want or need to meet? What other types of data would
be beneficial to look at besides the end-of-level tests?
3. Would they need to develop an agenda that would be used by every grade
level or subject specific team?

119
4. Would it be beneficial, in an effort to organize the discussion results, to also
include with the agenda, a form for reporting recommended action and follow-up
procedures?
Research in the area of reading supports this idea of problem solving for
improved effective instruction. One of the key factors in improving student achievement
is the “…integration of curriculum, instruction, and assessment through the continual
monitoring and adjustments in instructional practice” (Stecker, Fuchs, & Fuchs, 2005, p.
795). This monitoring and adjustment can come as teachers collaborate, share and learn
from each other. In the interviews conducted with both the principal and assistant
principal, they expressed excitement about this idea. The fact that the teachers came up
with the concept for this process and wanted to add it to their current RtI efforts, was
validation that it was not just an administrative effort, but that the teachers had taken
ownership of the RtI system.
Implications
The following section provides a discussion of the implications for practice based
on the collected data of the current study. This will include implications and
recommendations for RtI implementation at the secondary level, in general, and for a
more global systems change for school improvement using RtI at the district level.
Secondary RtI Implementation Recommendations
and Implications
Based on the collected data during observations, interviews and recorded field
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notes the question of whether or not response to intervention can be used as a systemswide approach to school improvement has been answered for CMS. As reported earlier in
this chapter and Chapter IV, a significant number of students were first identified as
needing interventions and their participation in these interventions helped to bring
identified students in line with their peers academically and behaviorally. Beyond the
initial data provided through diagnostic and universal assessments, is the anecdotal data
recorded through observation and recognized by teachers and administrators. The
recognition by CMS staff that more students were succeeding because of the school-wide
efforts, has allowed them to seek further improvement and investigate future possibilities
for greater systems change: all in an effort to ensure continued school improvement. The
recorded journey and the documents supporting the school-wide effort can be used as
evidence of success and as a template or pattern for another school to embark on the same
RtI journey.
The basic premises behind RtI can be found at the core of CMS’s model. They
decided on the negotiables and the nonnegotiables at the beginning of the journey. For
this staff, the nonnegotiables were those parts of system improvement that would be
essential, in their eyes, to systematic change that would benefit students and demonstrate
improved academic and social outcomes. The nonnegotiables were identified by CMS
staff and backed by the research included in this case study, and each will have
implications for others who decide to implement RtI systematically.
As noted previously, consensus building was tantamount to the school’s RtI
implementation success. To begin systems change, whatever that change may be, an
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organization must have its key stakeholders “on board” with the process and the required
changes. In this way, there is ownership of the process and required systems change. For
a school administrator, this becomes an artful endeavor, in that their instructional
leadership abilities will be key in gaining this consensus and bringing a staff together to
accomplish the perceived vision for improvement. Once this consensus is achieved, the
standards for building the three-tier structure must be identified. A careful examination of
the benchmark data was critical in determining student placement within this three-tier
structure at CMS, and the accepted percentages for each tier that govern best practice
were honored.
In previous chapters, the development of the school’s SST and then establishing
their purpose as a problem-solving team was critical to the RtI process. Recognition of
key individuals who could give valid and informed guidance based on their expertise and
knowledge of individual students, was critical to student-centered decision making. This
team and their efforts gave credence to student placement within the tiers based on need.
No longer were team decisions based on anecdotal accounts and frustration. Data became
central to decisions made in each referred student’s behalf.
This data were gathered for all 877 students attending CMS. Again, as a part of
the consensus about not only the RtI process, but also what the school could do within
this process to help every student, became essential. The staff knew that they wanted to
meet the needs of the struggling students. They also recognized that there were students
who were advanced and needed enrichment. If they only assessed those that struggled,
how were they going to have data for those who continued to excel? Also, they wanted to
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have current data for every student in an effort to identify when and if students, who had
previously met the benchmarks, were falling behind. They recognized that variables,
including family and social inconsistencies and issues might affect student progress
within the curriculum.
Another nonnegotiable for this staff was recognizing the importance of staff
development and the promotion of effective teaching to improve instruction for the tier 1
setting. This became essential as the school decided what areas of RtI research needed to
be attended to during continued implementation efforts. They concluded that if
instruction was not effective, then students should not be the ones held accountable for
deficits. Teachers needed to be held to high standards in their teaching efforts. The Utah
state standards for teacher evaluation were seen as an appropriate measurement of teacher
performance and accountability to help insure student success. Therefore, these standards
became central to determining teacher effectiveness and were used by school
administrators during annual teacher observations and evaluations. The use of
differentiation strategies is promoted within these standards and was determined to be a
good place to start in providing professional development opportunities for the CMS staff
throughout the first year of implementation and into the second year.
Finally, the last of these nonnegotiables became the teacher reported evidence of
increased student achievement and celebrations held to recognize those achievements.
Unless the Cedar Middle staff could individually and collectively see the fruits of their
labors, the added time for assessing all students and the increased efforts for organized
staff development would have become arduous and without merit. By identifying and
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sharing student success stories, the process became personal to these teachers and the
challenge was then to raise student expectations based on growth, not just percentages
reported through testing.
Along with determining the nonnegotiables, the staff knew from their experiences
during the first year of RtI infrastructure building and implementation, that there were
also those processes that could be considered negotiable or unfixed. For the most part,
these negotiables were those that could be determined by school and community climate,
culture and student needs. First, based on the collected data for the school’s changing
student population from year to year, the criteria for placement within tiers two and three
may need to be reconsidered. The curriculum used within these tiers may need to be
reworked based on more current research, and teachers who deliver this curriculum may
need to change to capitalize on teacher expertise within the CMS staff.
The time and place where this tiered curriculum is delivered will necessarily
change depending on student and subject scheduling. As the staff examines current
practice, they may find that there are better and more functional options for the school
logistically. For example, the administration and staff may discover that some tier two
interventions could possibly be delivered within the general education classroom so that
student pullout can be avoided. The school may also find that there are possible times that
students could participate in tier three instruction that would not necessarily take them
out of their elective courses as was done during initial RtI implementation.
As mentioned in previous chapters, the time it took to assess all 877 students at
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CMS three times a year was concerning at both the onset and conclusion of the first year
of RtI at CMS. As the school considers their options and researches the possibilities for
group administered testing, they may discover more efficient means for obtaining
essential student data. This will help to decrease the time that teachers spend assessing
individual students and increase their time for teaching. Whereas the focus for increased
staff development in an effort to strengthen tier one instruction was identified as a
nonnegotiable, it will be essential for teachers to have the time needed during class to
deliver and facilitate a truly differentiated curriculum.
As teachers continue to see the benefits of using data to drive their decisions
about what they teach and how they teach it, they will need time to collaborate about
student data and how best to adjust their curriculum and teaching strategies to meet the
needs of their students. Again, the lack of time and difficulty in scheduling was
considered a roadblock to RtI implementation. Administrators will need to take a look at
the time and scheduling of a typical school day to accommodate this push for
collaboration. This component, in some ways, is non-negotiable, but the means by which
the school solves the issues of time will need to be flexible and continue to be a topic of
discussion and focus for change.
Finally, included in the appendix of this study, are tools developed and used by
the staff at CMS to facilitate their RtI efforts. Many of these documents went through
several revisions before they were found to be effective. They may be helpful to others
looking to develop tools that will help in their own RtI program development.
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Recommendations and Implications for
District RtI Systems Implementation
An unanticipated outcropping of the CMS RtI systems change effort was the
effect their processes and collected data would have on the Iron County School District as
a whole. As word got out about what they were doing, other schools and individuals at
the district level became curious and wanted to know more. The district’s Superintendent
began to attend school meetings where data was discussed and student placement
decisions were made. Other district officials began attending RtI workshops and institutes
held in Utah. The perceived positive implications for district systems change using the
RtI theories, model and research prompted the district to organize a District Leadership
Team during the 2008/2009 school year. Their purpose was to put together the Iron
County School District Response to Intervention Blueprint that would serve as a model
for every school, pre-K through adult (see Appendix S).
This Blueprint was introduced to all school administrators and program
coordinators at the conclusion of the 2008/2009 school year and consensus was built for
implementation of RtI at each of their schools. A plan for district staff development
support has been constructed and will be introduced by administrators to their staffs in
opening meetings for the 2009-10 school year. A power point presentation developed by
several district teachers at both the elementary and secondary levels will be used as the
basis for this introduction. Administrators in the Iron District have recognized that they
are already experiencing significant progress with students, especially at the elementary
level, where the three-tier model of service delivery for literacy has been taking place for
the last five years. Each school has been asked to take a look at current practice and bring
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all student services under the RtI umbrella. All principal trainings for the next two years
and possibly beyond, will center on RtI consensus and infrastructure-building,
implementation of action plans, and processes for continuous improvement and refining.
It is recommended that these efforts continue to be supported at the district level.
School staff will need to access funding and expertise that regular school budgets and
personnel will have difficulty supporting. The district leadership team will need to keep
functioning as a team. The plan has been developed, and it will need to be revisited and
revised based on the reality of practice. They will also need to provide the support
necessary for staff development and inclusion of existing program efforts, such as ESL
and GATE. They can then advise on effective practice and needed improvement in
program structure. These individuals will be integral in determining best practice for
school problem solving teams and helping to evaluate student services.
Critical Reflections on RtI
When any organization decides to embark on systems change, the process will
bring to light both strengths and weaknesses in that system. Response to Intervention, as
discussed throughout this study, can serve as an umbrella for systematic improvement. To
this means it can be seen as a tool to strengthen school wide practices and to bring
together a staff with a single purpose in mind. CMS recognized that this idea was at the
core of their expressed vision for serving all students. As stated in their student
handbook, the staff at CMS are highly devoted to the individual success of students and
are prepared to dedicate their time and energy in guiding them through this stage of their
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academic careers. RtI provides a structure for meeting these individual needs. This is
what drew them to its concepts. In implementing response to intervention with integrity,
the staff also quickly became aware of the realities of that implementation which
challenged other beliefs in what education should be—two in particular.
The first of these recognized beliefs is to provide a rich educational experience
that takes into account the whole child who has talents and strengths beyond academics.
By centering the focus of this systems change on academics, specifically literacy and
eventually math, there was a feeling among the staff that not enough attention would be
given to other aspects of a student’s education; namely the arts and technology. When the
decision was made to pull tier three students out of their elective classes to give them
more intense instruction in reading, there was a recognized danger that these students
would become discouraged with school and that this discouragement would lead to
apathy. The parent interviews conducted as a part of this study revealed that they shared
this fear. Knowing that tier three would only be considered for three to five percent of the
total student population (approximately 26 to 43 students), this number seemed to be
manageable in the eyes of the CMS staff. The data presented in chapter four shows that
31 students began the school year in tier three interventions, and by the end of the year
only 24 were still participating in this tier—a decrease of approximately 22%. The school
team felt that as long as they kept the lines of communication open between teachers,
parents, counselors and administrators, they would be able to monitor student responses
to the tier three instruction both from an academic and social point of view. The evidence
of this monitoring is only seen in the responses to interview questions by study
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participants, and the long-term effects of this pull-out process and revocation of elective
class attendance should be the impetus for further research.
Secondly, the issue of assessing, and the time it takes to complete these
assessments for 877 students three times a year was the most significant barrier to CMS’s
RtI infrastructure building and implementation. Originally, it had been decided by the
school’s leadership team that they would use the comprehension portion of the QRI to
benchmark where every student was in regards to their ability to comprehend curriculum
content and assigned text. The only practical means for accomplishing this task was to
have all of the language arts, social studies, science and math teachers administer this
assessment. The resource teachers, along with the trained paraeducators assisted in this
process. Even with the provided assistance, it took a full 2 weeks to finish the
assessments. This was 2 weeks that teachers were not meeting with all of their students
and delivering curriculum. It was clear from the discussion at the meetings discussed in
chapter four and the interviews reported in Chapters III and IV that this was a concern for
every teacher involved. Some of them were more expressive than others as to the extent
of the discomfort they felt, but each of them was affected.
Students were engaged in curriculum-based projects facilitated by paraeducators
or substitute teachers while their peers were being assessed, but the expedited timeline to
accomplish three rounds of testing, did not allow for as much thought and preparation as
teachers would have liked. This made them uncomfortable with the hurried process. As
reported in Chapter V, the school’s leadership team has taken this input and will be
looking for less time-consuming ways to assess students.
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Recommendations for Research
The current case study with CMS revealed some possibilities for continued
research based on the premises of response to intervention implementation. It would be
beneficial for practitioners to apply the concepts and services of RtI beyond the realm of
literacy and into other subjects at both the elementary and secondary levels. The current
research reveals that this is being done in some districts that have been employing the
concepts of RtI for a longer period. The same core principles of the method would be
applicable, with adjustments made as to how subjects like math, or the sciences would be
assessed. True to the RtI research, students would need to have progress monitored
frequently to insure growth measurement remained key to the program’s focus. The basic
tiered structure would remain constant, in that schools need to evaluate core classroom
instruction to identify whether or not it is effective in any subject or multiple subjects
studied. Tier two and three interventions would need to attend to the elements of time and
intensity, and the problem-solving method for collaboration and teaming will remain
constant.
Further, behavior management program questions could be addressed in an effort
to find whether or not and to what extent behavior and academics are linked when it
comes to student success in school. Data could be collected that would follow specific
struggling students through a portion of their academic career to find if there is a
correlation between the two, and if so, what are the variables involved. Many state and
local education agencies have suggested that there is a connection. It would be helpful for
educators to see actual collected data supporting this theory. In addition, continued
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research in the area of school improvement could explore whether or not RtI concepts are
helpful in providing a system of services for other types of learners such as those who
excel and are identified as gifted.
Additionally, more in-depth and comprehensive data will need to be collected to
measure RtI program effectiveness. Whereas this study sought to record the journey
associated with implementation, it would be beneficial to look at specific data associated
with a possible quantitative study examining program effectiveness based on student
outcomes. Finally, a longitudinal study done to explore the lasting effects of RtI on both
school and individual student improvement for all learners would be beneficial to this
body of work. If RtI is used in a district to achieve systems change, are the effects lasting
and program improvement sustainable? In a climate of accountability, these and other
questions about what works in schools are critical ones to answer.
Summary
Recognizing that procedures and processes involved in the implementation of RtI
at the secondary level will be dynamic and evolutionary is arguably the most significant
of the implications noted in this study. Mellard and Johnson (2008) noted the following:
As research continues to inform the procedural aspects of RtI implementation,
commensurate energy should be directed to understanding the contextual
variables that play a significant role in shaping and influencing how RtI is
ultimately implemented. (p. 143)
As mentioned previously, there is no specific template, outline or roadmap for secondary
schools to follow as they embark on the RtI journey—only the theories and research
supporting its implementation. The majority of this research has been conducted at the
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elementary level, and for the most part has centered on reading and literacy. Educational
entities that choose to embrace RtI’s premises, theories and supporting research as the
chosen structure for systems change in all areas of study will, at times, be charting new
courses and adding their own experiences to the recorded journey of others, like CMS.
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